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Chapter  1  
INTRODUCTION  
Lynda  Barry  (2008),  radical  graphic  novelist  and  speaker,  wrote/drew  this  phrase  in  her  
masterwork,  “What  It  Is”  -  “(the  secret  of  seeing  past  our  inner  critic  is)  to  be  able  to  stand  not  
knowing  long  enough  for  something  alive  to  take  shape”  (p.  125)  Those  words  and  drawings  
have  echoed  through  my  mind-corridors.  I  have  been  marinating  in  them.   My  hope  is  that  we  
can,  as  a  learning  culture,  hold  the  uncomfortable  moment  and  normalize  it,  because  in  so  doing,  
we  make  way  for  growth,  both  socially  and  academically.   The  frustrating  reality  of  the  typical  
classroom  in  America  is  that  we  seem  to  be  working  hard  to  box  ourselves  in,  rather  than  
offering  a  brave  space  where  children  can  learn  in  an  environment  full  of  “flow,  choice,  and  
failure”  (Dearbury  &  Jones,  2020,  p  .  47).  
My  Background  
The  last  30  years  of  my  life  have  been  spent  giving  that  type  of  space  to  those  who  have  
been  overlooked  by  the  majority  of  society.   I've  created  events,  built  music  venues  and  festivals  
and  toured  with  artists  all  in  an  effort  to  show  how  we  can  all  make  room  for  each  other's  inner  
utterances  expressed  outwardly.   Through  playful  means,  I've  brought  students  and  colleagues  to  
places  where  they  could  see  themselves  as  a  valuable  part  of  a  rich  mosaic  of  creative  life.   It's  
important  to  me  because  too  often,  I  judge,   we  discard  the  uncomfortable  things  in  life  and  
sterilize  ourselves  from  the  beautiful  mess  that's  intended  for  us  to  enjoy  without  filters  or  
skewed  lenses  of  perfectionism  and  shame.   
It's  been  my  observation  that  through  play  (curated  social  experiments  that  resemble  
games)  we  can  actively  set  forth  on  journeys  towards  each  other  free  from  the  usual  harsh  





deeper  truths  and  more  honest  artistic  contributions  because  they  are  assured  that  they  will  be  
safe.   I've  hosted  these  playful  experiments  all  over  North  America,  the  UK  and  Europe  and  the  
main  feedback  I  receive  from  participants  is  that  they've  been  hungry  for  the  sort  of  interactive  
community  that  I  help  cultivate.   Sometimes  it  looks  like  music,  while  at  other  times  it  resembles  
contemplative  meditation.   
Mainly,  my  goal  is  to  carefully  structure  my  classroom  in  such  a  way  that  my  students  see  
a  deep  part  of  themselves  represented  at  the  moment  they  arrive,  and  from  that  starting  point  we  
work  at  trying  to  heal  past  wounds.  Many  of  the  wounds  have  come  at  the  hands  of  
leaders/facilitators  in  places  where  they  presumed  they  were  going  to  be  protected  from  
emotional  and  intellectual  abusiveness.  It's  heartrendingly  true,  and  I  have  found  that  to  be  a  
thread  in  my  own  narrative,  too.  So,  I'm  extremely  grateful  that  I  have  been  given  many  
opportunities  to  build  these  inclusive,  loving  environments  for  others  and  I  look  forward  to  
seeing  what  the  future  has  in  store.   
As  a  Student  
I  got  the  sense  from  my  music  education  undergrad  degree  that  I  was  adhering  to  a  
management  model  that  didn’t  accommodate  non-traditional  artists.   In  this  way,  I  found  myself  
pushing  for  a  more  robust  education,  and  I  wound  up  getting  a  degree  that  didn’t  account  for  my  
own  approaches  or  was  even  interested  in  my  unique  voice.   The  faculty  insisted  this  wasn’t  true,  
but  the  system/credit  plan  for  graduation  told  a  different  story.   The  ask  might  have  been  too  
great  for  such  an  established  institution,  and  the  pressures  put  on  the  faculty  created  a  more  
exclusionary  program  -  all  under  the  guise  of  efficiency.  
One  problem  with  that,  as  I  see  it,  is  that  efficiency  with  regards  to  education,  has  meant  





order  to  meet  each  student’s  needs.   I  do  feel  like  it’s  important  to  learn  from  our  past  teaching  
missteps,  but  the  journey  of  teaching  is,  at  its  core,  a  personal  one.   Stories  and  lives  can’t  be  
“cliff-noted”  without  losing  our  souls  in  the  process.  
The  Method  to  My  Madness  
Nonviolent  communication  is  a  powerful  tool  when  attempting  to  hold  that  
uncomfortable  space  with  my  students.  NVC  guru,  Rosenberg  (2015)  writes,  “we  learn  early  to  
cut  ourselves  off  from  what’s  going  on  within  ourselves”  (p.  37).  When  I  am  introducing  myself  
and  interacting  with  my  class,  I  model  what  it  looks  like  to  be  in  touch  with  my  feelings  and  not  
discount  the  varied  response  I  get  from  the  content  I’m  going  over.   
Each  child  comes  to  me  with  a  felt  need,  and  as  their  teacher,  I  can  attempt  to  go  about  
my  lesson  oblivious  to  that,  but  the  consequences  of  my  lack  of  consideration  for  them  is  a  
tangible  pang  -  and  the  momentum  of  that  unseen  force  is  palpable.   The  class  and  I  are  acting  in  
an  interdependent  relationship  and,  as  Rosenberg  (2015)   goes  on  to  say,  we  “work  to  create  a  
quality  of  mutual  concern  and  respect  where  each  party  thinks  their  own  needs  matter  and  they  
are  conscious  that  their  needs  and  the  other  person’s  well-being  are  interdependent”  (p.  79)  It  is  
no  easy  task  to  ask  younger  students  to  recognize  my  needs  and  how  my  well-being  is  connected  
with  theirs,  but  it  is  the  foundation  of  how  I  conduct  my  classroom.   
When  I  am  most  vulnerable,  I  am  the  most  creative.   When  I  am  the  most  creative,  ideas  
flow  more  freely  and  my  choices  feel  more  intuitive  and  I  grow  in  confidence  in  my  own  ability  
to  learn.   Learning  by  practice  appears  to  be  something  that  students  are  rarely  afforded  in  
modern  classrooms,  as  evidenced  by  their  trepidation  about  contributing  to  conversations  in  class  





  It’s  difficult  to  know  how  to  draw  students  out  without  some  framework  where  they  
witness  peers  flowing  and  failing  and  letting  “something  alive  take  shape”  without  judgement.  
But  unlearning  self-judgment  is  a  necessary  skill  and  I  playfully  introduce  less-risky  exercises  
and  prompts  to  build  their  self-efficacy.    They  show  up  when  they  are  able  to  see  that  I  believe  
in  their  ability  to  learn  and  that  I  can  make  a  way  for  them  to  find  an  on-ramp  to  the  material.  
They  show  up  and  succeed.   Author  Gloria  Ladson-Billings  (2009)  puts  it  this  way,  “when  
students  are  treated  as  competent  they  are  likely  to  demonstrate  competence.”   It’s  a  lens  I  see  
them  through,  and  it’s  a  lens  for  myself  that  I’ve  developed  -  that  I  cannot  find  breakthroughs  in  
my  learning  if,  on  some  level,  I  don’t  believe  I  can  do  it.   
More  About  Play  and  the  Secret  Weapon  of  Playfulness  
Play  can  be  a  scary  concept  for  those  of  us  who  have  had  traumatic,  competition-ridden  
game  nights  growing  up,  or  who  cringe  at  the  idea  of  another  job-site  team-building  exercise  led  
by  a  well-meaning-but-clueless,  retired  drama  teacher.  When  I  started  looking  at  how  to  
encourage  play  in  my  own  family,  I  had  to  do  some  serious  work  first.   
Vulnerability  in  my  personal  past  has  been  met  with  mixed  results,  and  whenever  a  new 
opportunity  to  be  vulnerable  has  presented  itself,  all  of  my  negative  experiences  crowd  their  way  
to  the  surface  of  my  memory.   In  a  panic,  I  have  politely  bowed  out  with  a  “no,  thank  you”  in  
order  to,  once  again,  save  myself  from  almost  certain  re-victimization  and  subsequent  doom,  but  
as  I  looked  at  this  I  couldn’t  help  but  feel  like  I  was  cheating  myself  out  of  a  more  substantial  
way  of  looking  at  reality.  
I  had  to  ask  myself,  “What  could  I  be  missing?”  Through  my  relationships  and  
encounters  with  others  over  the  years  I’ve  come  to  the  conclusion  that  if  we  all  don’t  work  to  





out  on  experiencing  (or  witnessing)  certain  attributes  of  Beauty  and  Meaning  (as  embodied  in  
one  another)  that  could  be  key  in  giving  us  the  courage  to  take  the  next  risk  in  our  lives,  which,  
in  turn,  could  lead  to  a  rut  and  a  disinterest  for  learning.  
What  does  play  offer  in  this  process  of  trust  and  vulnerability?  If  a  trust  statement  sounds  
like:  “I  believe/am  convinced  that  the  goal/agenda/purpose  of  this  activity/relationship/life  is  
authentic  and  there  is  something  important  to  me  contained  in  it,  so  it  warrants  my  vulnerable  
act,”  then  play  answers  the  call  for  an  authentic  moment.   Those  who  intend  to  play  believe  in  
the  intrinsic  value  of  the  experiment  —  the  “not  knowing  what  comes  next.”   
Play  can  get  us  ready  for  the  unexpected,  in  any  situation.   It  also  models  a  
permission-giving,  inclusive  environment  where  room  is  made  for  all  expressions.   If  this  utopia  
is  possible,  it  seems  odd  that  we  would  settle  for  anything  less,  doesn’t  it?   But  the  fact  remains  
that  our  deep-rooted  humiliations  continue  to  haunt  our  present  reality.   When  we  define  fear,  we  
say  that  we  are  convinced  that  a  hurtful  history  is  bound  to  repeat  itself.  We  anticipate  the  
pattern,  and,  in  a  way,  we  gravitate  to  it  because  it  is  familiar  to  us,  as  stifling  as  it  may  be.  
Imagination  breaks  through  this  hellish  cycle,  in  unexpected  ways.   When  our  
imagination  and  curiosity  are  peaked,  we  get  glimpses  of  the  as-yet-unimagined  potential  of  life,  
so,  in  that  way,  it  points  to  hope.   Unfortunately,  all  too  often  when  my  shamed,  humiliated  
selves  catch  wind  of  this  hope  and  potential,  many  times  I  mistake  the  object  of  our  fascination  
as  the  thing  that  actually  gives  us  hope,  rather  than  a  thing  that  points  to  the  hope  of  connection  
and  true  learning.   
In  our  early  development,  if  this  misunderstanding  goes  unchallenged,  the  roots  of  





adulthood.   Toys  mean  joy  and  relationships  are  too  risky.   Playful  fascination  turns  into  
insatiable  objectification  and  all  wonder  turns  to  obsession.   
Johan  Huizinga  writes,  “Play  provides  liberation  from  the  bonds  of  the  present  system  of  
living.”   Play  is  where  imagination  is  allowed  to  flourish  and  risks  are  taken  freely.   We  allow  
ourselves  and  others  to  get  lost  in  character,  lost  in  the  world  that  is  set  up  in  the  moment.   
Play  is  the  ongoing  process  of  offering  and  accepting  offers.   Improvisational  theatre  
contains  some  basic  principles  that  encapsulate  the  spirit  of  play.   In  improv,  to  “play  along”  
means  to  accept  all  offers  in  a  scene.   For  instance,  if  a  person  starts  an  improv  scene  with  
another  person  saying,  “Hey  Frank,  what  are  you  dressed  up  for?”  in  order  for  the  other  person  to  
continue  to  “play  along,”  he  has  to  accept  the  offer  that  in  that  scene,  his  name  is  Frank  and   he  is  
wearing  (imaginary)  fancy  clothes.  He  answers,  in  character,  saying  something  like,  “My  parents  
are  renewing  their  vows  again.   Do  you  want  to  come  along?”  
Also,  in  improvisational  theory,  it  is  crucial  that  those  in  the  scene  have  a  grasp  of  what  it  
means  to  block  an  offer.   In  the  case  of  Frank  and  His  Fanciness,  all  that  the  person  would  have  
to  say  in  response  to  the  offer  in  order  to  block  it  is,  “What  are  you  talking  about?   I’m  not  
Frank.”   A  block  leaves  no  room  for  the  scene  to  continue  without  a  considerable  amount  of  
effort.   When  I  looked  at  this  idea  of  offering  and  blocking,  it  was  easy  for  me  to  see  the  
correlation  with  my  experiences  in  vulnerability.   Also,  it  was  frightening  to  think  how  often  I  









How  Do  I  Know  That  I  Know  What  I  Know  
When  students  in  my  classroom  feel  like  they  can  trust  themselves,  trust  their  peers  and  
trust  me  to  support  them  no  matter  what  obstacles  they  encounter,  the  change  in  the  air  is  
obvious.   The  excitement  to  tackle  each  task  builds  and  they  find  it  easier  to  draw  from  what  they  
already  know  and  apply  it  to  the  next  learning  goals.   Author/speaker  Chris  Emdin  (2017)  talks  
about  the  development  of  a  “cosmopolitan  ethos  in  the  classroom”  in  this  way:  “The  goal  for  a  
teacher  is  to  create  a  classroom  environment  where  the  same  collective  joy,  celebration  and  
camaraderie  that  come  at  the  end  of  the  school  year  are  present  in  the  classroom  throughout  the  
academic  year.”   As  I  see  the  light  go  off  in  their  eyes,  the  joy  of  learning  sparks  their  interest  
and  it  is  kindled  by  their  fascination  with  how  things  connect  and  give  their  lives  meaning.   It  is  
for  these  moments  that  I  live  for  as  a  teacher,  and  I  look  forward  to  making  room  for  them  to  take  
shape.  
While  I  see  this  coming  into  fruition  in  the  classroom  bit-by-bit,  what  I  long  for  is  the  
development  of  a  more  systematic  approach  to  extravagant  inclusivity.   What  I  think  is  required  
for  that  to  happen  is  a  reflective  component  to  my  teaching  that  goes  beyond  platitudes  and  
warm  fuzzy  feelings  after  a  vulnerable  conversation  with  the  students.   In  my  research,  I  will 
scrutinize  each  and  every  teaching  approach  I  apply  and  mine  it  for  nuggets  of  insight  that  I  can  
use  to  base  a  more  pragmatic  pedagogy  on.   Playfulness  and  improvisation  need  not  be  a  foolish,  









Chapter  2  
LITERATURE  REVIEW  
  
Purposes  and  Objectives  for  the  Literature  Review  
My  purpose  in  this  review  of  the  research  was  to  discover  how  teachers  and  researchers  
have  looked  at  more  inclusive  pedagogical  approaches.   I  searched  for  research  on  
trauma-informed  teaching  because  when  teachers  learn  the  context  that  their  students  operate  in,  
they  are  more  able  to  anticipate  behavior  and  potential  obstacles  to  learning.    I  also  searched  for  
studies  on  the  concept  of  play,  because  not  only  is  play  pervasive  but  the  integration  of  playful  
approaches  in  the  classroom  encourages  problem-solving  and  enriches  the  learning  environment  
for  a  wider  variety  of  students.   Additionally,  because  I  would  be  studying  my  own  practice  and  
focusing  on  my  own  ability  to  be  intentionally  inclusive,  I  looked  for  studies  that  indicated  the  
kinds  of  instruction  that  are  effective  for  planning  inclusive  activities  and  projects  and  to  see  if  
there  was  any  research  on  improvisational  thinking  or  theories  that  serve  students.   
This  literature  review  addresses  a  few  considerations  that  need  to  be  taken  into  account  as  
teachers  look  at  what  inclusivity  means  in  different  contexts,  with  some  of  the  research  findings  
being  conducted  in  more  potentially-volatile  environments  such  as  rehabilitation  centers  and  
refugee  camps.   My  hope  was  to  find  the  common  thread  that  could  be  followed  that  lead  to  
principles  and  practices  that  spoke  to  the  depth  of  need  in  students  that  came  from  (or  currently  
occupy)  those  extreme  surroundings  and,  in  doing  so,  find  universal  understandings  that  apply  to  









Procedures  for  the  Literature  Review  
  
I  selected  literature  for  this  review  based  on  several  specific  criteria.  Research  on  
inclusive  pedagogy  was  included  if  it  contained  the  following  descriptors:  trauma-informed,  
play,  play  in  the  classroom  and  improvisation .  This  search  yielded  a  significant  amount  of  results  
–  more  than  20,000  relevant  articles.  In  order  to  narrow  my  findings  and  make  them  more  
specific  to  this  research  project,  I  then  focused  my  review  efforts  on  articles  that  discussed  
inclusive  pedagogy  in  a  music  setting.   From  there,  I  looked  for  articles  that  supported  
sub-themes  that  emerged  from  the  major  articles  in  my  literature  review.   These  sub-themes  are: 
1)  trauma-informed  pedagogy,  2)  play  and  3)  improvisational  thinking  in  music  lesson  planning  
and  pedagogical  approach.   For  these  sub-sections,  I  initially  searched  the  EBSCO  database  for  
articles  that  met  the  keyword  criteria  listed  above,  along  with  conducting  a  search  for  books  in  
the  database  of  the  Hamersly  Library  at  Western  Oregon  University.  After  finding  these  books  
and  articles,  I  hand-searched  their  reference  lists  as  sources  to  find  additional  related  articles  and  
books.  
Making  Room  for  Braver  Spaces  
  
I  come  to  this  work  with  a  considerable  amount  of  personal  experience,  so  I  have  a  vested  
interest  in  seeing  what  concrete  evidence  will  arise  from  the  research.   Inclusivity,  as  I  am  
starting  to  see,  comes  from  a  personal  place,  and  every  person  has  a  different  definition  or  
concept  about  what  makes  an  academic  setting  inclusive.   Some  find  that  the  best  foundation  for  
inclusive  practices  in  the  classroom  is  accepting  not  a  “safe  space”,  but  a  “brave  space”  for  
looking  at  more  difficult  things  in  our  society  that  dictate  how  we  progress  and  what  helps  us  
find  success  and  fulfillment  (Filetti,  2020).  





have  known  them,  have  little  bearing  on  how  a  young  learner  flourishes  in  their  academic  
landscape  (Lewis,  Lovat,  2013).  When  the  pressure  of  assessment  data  and  formal  analysis  was  
lifted,  more  students  found  more  within  themselves  and  braved  deeper  expression.   They  adapt  to  
the  world  around  us  in  a  more  natural  way  than  codified  manipulatives  and  systems  can  predict,  
and  the  more  an  educator  trusts  that  flow  that  can  exist  in  a  brave  space,  the  more  the  classroom  
learns  (Filetti,  2020).  
Another  idea  that  quickly  rose  to  the  surface  was  centered  on  expectations .   When  
musicians  that  work  to  be  good  improvisers  build  elaborate  schemas  around  their  knowledge  of  
tools  and  approaches,  they  are  less  likely  to  find  personal  fulfilment  in  an  environment  that  
invites  them  to  “flow  more  freely”.  (Kleienmintz  et  al.,  2014)   Thus,  even  if  they  possess  the  
technical  ability  to  move  about  the  musical  context,  they  have  trouble  matching  their  
expectations  of  the  events  with  what  occurs  in  the  moment.  
Research  Studies  
  
This  research  study  combined  strands  of  complementary  research  literature,  centered  on  
the  sub-themes.  First,  I  discuss  the  Trauma-Informed  Pedagogy .  Second,  I  consider  research  on  
Play  because  play  has  the  potential  to  unlock  higher  functioning.  Finally,  I  looked  at  research  on  
Improvisational  thinking  in  music  lesson  planning  and  pedagogical  approach  because  in  this  way  
I  can  meet  the  students  where  they  are  and  create  the  type  of  brave  space  that  will  help  them  
thrive  as  learners.  
A  Review  of  Trauma-Informed  Pedagogy  
As  I  started  looking  through  the  articles,  I  found  quite  a  few  principles  that  rang  true.  
Aversion  to  risk,  whether  it  is  on  the  part  of  the  educator  or  the  student  will  color  the  entire  





beyond  them  and  build  a  more  hopeful  future.   When  one  in  a  group  risks  sharing  a  vulnerable  
part  of  their  story,  they  model  the  way  that  action  can  look  for  the  others  (Palidofsky,  et  al.  2014)  
The  key  was  that  when  the  group  saw  the  relief,  they  wanted  it  for  themselves  –  but  they  also  
saw  what  they  needed  to  do  to  get  there.   Oftentimes,  the  part  of  risking  is  not  only  showing  it  
can  be  done,  but  the  method  used.   Many  individuals  that  I’ve  come  in  contact  with  in  doing  this  
work  don’t  know  what  the  way  forward  could  even  look  like  for  them,  so  when  an  educator  or  a  
veteran  student  can  provide  that  model  –  embody  what  they  are  most  afraid  of  –  that  can  be  
essential  to  others’  following  suit.  
Also,  there  is  a  need  to  convey  what  lengths  that  an  educator/facilitator  will  go  to  in  
providing  an  emotional/creative  container  that  will  hold  messier,  less-tidy  things.   In  a  study  of  
women  experiencing  chronic  anxiety  from  exposure  to  trauma,  a  music  therapy  group  aimed  to  
connect  through  fun  musical  exercises  and  collaborative  composing  reported  that  their  attendees  
share  that  they  were  less  anxious  after  the  time,  but  there  needed  to  be  more  evidence  as  there  
has  not  been  much  research  done  on  the  use  of  music  as  an  anxiety-reducing  approach  with  
addiction  treatment.  (Diestelkamp,  2013)   The  problem  could  be  that  what  researchers  are  after  
might  not  fit  the  data  they  collect  –  but  what  the  article  underlined  is  the  fact  that  music  may  not  
even  be  seen  as  a  way  to  reduce  anxiety  in  institutional  settings.  (Meland,  et  al.  2017)   As  a  
result,  priority  is  not  placed  on  programs  that  engage  creativity  in  this  way.   I’ve  seen  this  sort  of  
institutionalized  dismissal  of  non-traditional  methods  of  engagement,  first  hand.   
In  addition,  students  can  often  be  seen  as  the  traumatizers  themselves,  and  in  that  way  
they  are  not  given  the  opportunity  to  look  at  their  own  experiences  before  they’re  labeled  
unmanageable.   But  what  comes  into  play  within  communities  where  trauma  has  occurred  is  a  





2019)  In  order  for  forward  progress,  these  students  must  be  supported  by  educators  who  believe  
they  are  capable  of  success,  first  and  foremost.  (McEvoy,  Salvador.  2020)   
Give  Words  to  Their  Experiences  
Still  some  projects  and  organizations  exist  who  rise  to  the  challenge  of  finding  the  root  of  
behavior  and  using  music  to  help  give  words  to  their  traumatic  experiences  (Hess,  2020).  What  
came  up  about  trauma-affected  students  was  that  they  can  tend  to  misrecognize  present  day  
situations  –  they  are  trapped  to  relive  what  they’ve  been  through  (Palidofsky  &  Stolbach,  2012).  
As  a  music  educator  opens  their  classroom  to  works  that  reflect  a  broader  spectrum  of  
expression,  they  are,  once  again,  modeling  a  way  forward.   As  a  result,  students  can  describe  
their  experiences  in  a  meaningful  way  for  them  and  break  free  of  that  torturous  reality.  
In  order  for  there  to  be  inclusion,  there  has  to  be  knowledge  of  what  students  are  exposed  
to,  and  some  of  those  experiences  are  just  locked  away  inside  a  child.   They  are  unable  to  reach  
in  and  access  the  memory  –  the  moment  –  the  words,  the  impressions.  (McEvoy  &  Salvador,  
2020)   One  article  covered  the  work  done  by  a  dance  “intervention”  that  took  into  account  how  
the  body  remembers  when  the  mind  forgets.   Their  work  brought  them  to  the  conclusion  that  the 
student’s  healing  journey  begins  with  their  own  bodies.  (Lapum,  2019)  The  way  that  dance  can  
embody  memory  in  a  way  that  is  therapeutic  speaks  so  much  to  the  power  and  importance  of  
inclusive  pedagogy.   We  have  to  see  the  whole  student  –  the  whole  being  in  such  a  way  that  
compels  us  to  take  responsibility  for  our  time  with  them.   (Lapum,  2019)  
As  educators  seek  out  ways  to  serve  those  who  have  the  most  exposure  to  traumatic  
environments,  many  models  now  exist  that  place  mindfulness,  stress  management  and  goal  
setting  at  the  forefront  of  their  focus  (Herrenkohl  et  al.,  2019).   These  models  provide  skill-based  





beyond  their  immediate  environment  and  find  hope.   Also,  fellow  classmates  are  able  to  build  
empathy  for  impacted  students  and  are  motivated  to  help.   Every  bit  of  awareness  helps,  and  in  
many  cases  it  can  mean  the  difference  between  life  and  death  and  those  who  are  struggling  may  
not  even  have  the  ability  to  voice  their  need  (Millstein,  2020).   The  invisible  wounds  are  still  
there,  nonetheless.   
The  fact  that  many  students  who  have  been  exposed  to  traumatic  events  are  unable  to  
adequately  articulate  the  inner  workings  of  their  emotional  state  makes  it  extremely  difficult  to  
know  when  and  how  possible  retraumatizing  events  can  occur.   If  there  is  no  bridge  to  fill  the  
gap  and  administrators  and  faculty  do  not  work  to  destigmatize  mental  health  issues,  students  
will  experience  barriers  to  their  success  (Martin  et  al.,  2017).   As  the  weight  of  this  reality  sank  
in,  I  wondered  how  best  to  combat  the  guilt  I  felt  in  time  wasted  with  students  I  was  
less-than-fully  invested  in.   
There  was,  of  course,  the  sense  that  I  had  failed  them  by  not  noticing  what  they  needed,  
but  for  me  the  deeper  wound  was  that  I  could  have  given  them  more  of  my  story  and  modelled  
more  vulnerability  but  just  didn’t  possess  the  means.   I’ve  since  become  a  bit  less  convinced  my  
interactions  with  them  would  have  held  that  much  importance,  but  it  did  send  me  looking  for  
more  concrete  ways  to  normalize  non-traditional  ways  of  approaching  learning.   What  I  found  
was  play.  
A  Review  of  Research  on  Play  
In  the  articles  that  came  up  under  this  topic,  I  hoped  to  find  a  common  definition  of  play,  
but  nearly  every  one  treated  the  concept  differently.   It  wasn’t  until  I  read  Play  Therapy  by  Garry  
Landreth  that  I  found  a  strong  backdrop  to  this  research.   Acceptance  and  sharing  were  words  





that  revolutionary,  he  seemed  to  regard  them  differently  than  I’ve  become  accustomed  to  
witnessing  in  the  classrooms  I’ve  been  in.   “As  I  related  to  children  on  the  basis  of  who  they  
were  at  that  moment  and  accepted  them  –  their  personhood  –  this  became  a  reciprocal  experience  
of  sharing  being  together  and  accepting  each  other”  (Landreth,  2012,  p.  3).  The  definition  of  play  
revealed  itself  to  me  in  that  short  quote.   When  there  exists  a  regard  for  our  students  –  and  we  
truly  accept  them  as  they  are  –  intrinsically  valuable  and  worthy  of  our  attention  and  interaction  
–  play  can  exist.   Play  is  that  reciprocal  experience  –  sharing  and  accepting.   
As  experts  in  the  field  of  play  research  continue  to  uncover  the  benefits,  some  point  out  
that  the  way  play  gets  defined  is  often  attributed  to  what  the  adult  who  is  studying  the  playing.  
This  is  backwards  due  to  the  fact  that  adults  are  the  ones  who  have  forgotten  what  it  means  
(Barnett,  2013).  When  their  perception  of  what  is  play  is  taken  into  consideration,  then  we,  as  
educators,  will  see  why  it  is  so  impactful  for  them,  and  why  they  need  it.  
How  our  students  mold  their  emerging  reality  is  important.   Play  is  this  tool  and  mindset  
that  takes  a  moment  at  face  value  –  free  of  judgement  –  and  brings  it  into  the  cosmos  of  
understanding  and  appreciation.   Play  can  help  students  craft  their  reality  from  their  immediate  
circumstances  (Capurso  &  Ragni,  2016).  But  simultaneously,  within  a  playful  space,  a  student  
can  find  ways  to  float  above  current  constraints  and  find  a  sense  of  control  through  imaginative  
means  (Hewes,  2014).   When  students  become  more  confident  in  their  learning  environments  
through  play,  they  have  been  shown  to  develop  language  and  social-emotional  abilities  
(Delvecchio  et  al.,  2016).   Apart  from  principles  that  make  play  emerge  more  naturally,  there’s  
not  much  more  to  it.   And  yet,  there’s  an  immensity  to  the  idea  and  over  time  we  forget  how  it  






Play  in  All  its  Forms  
As  much  as  I  may  like  to  think  so,  play  doesn’t  act  as  the  silver  bullet  for  every  occasion.  
Our  lost  avenues  for  learning  can  be  accessed,  yes,  and  in  fact,  memory  has  a  large  role  in  play  
scenarios  and  creating  systems  within  systems  (Roskos,  2001).   But  the  methodology  and  link  to  
actual  learning  development  is  hard  to  quantify  and  pin  down,  and  in  that  way,  it  doesn’t  really  
point  clearly  to  concrete  approaches.   In  spite  of  the  nuanced  nature  of  play  and  its  benefits,  
exercises  and  solid  classroom  curriculum  can  introduce  playful  elements  to  bring  more  broad  
inclusivity  (Capurso  &  Ragni,  2016).  Also,  when  we  give  students  a  place  to  experiment  and  
find  their  creative  bearings,  it  is  more  likely  that  they  will  find  community  through  their  efforts.  
That,  in  and  of  itself,  invites  academic  and  social  growth.   
One  problem  facing  this  accepting  and  sharing  paradigm  is  the  assumption  that  all  play  
looks  the  same  culturally.   For  instance,  one  study  found  that  there  are  some  people  groups  that  
prohibit  emotional  directness  and  find  other,  less  forward  methods  of  dialogue  more  appropriate  
(O’Connor,  2005).  With  that  in  mind,  teachers  must  remain  ever-vigilant  in  finding  out  what  the  
individual  needs  of  the  students  are,  rather  than  adopting  approaches  wholesale,  especially  when  
home  life  can  be  so  different  from  a  school  day  where  they’re  surrounded  by  an  environment  that  
does  not  consider  their  reality.   In  studies  based  in  the  African  continent,  for  instance,  educators  
and  parents  were  asked  to  define  play  before  they  were  introduced  to  the  pedagogy  connected  to  
it.   Their  interview  answers  centering  around  musical  extracurricular  activities  and  light  exercise.  
After  they  were  shown  the  theory  and  practice  support  plays  as  an  integral  part  of  childhood  
development,  they  were  motivated  to  integrate  these  practices  without  hesitation  (Isaacs,  2011).  
When  teachers  create  a  playful  environment  they  enable  children  to  express  greater  joy  





when  children  need  connection,  a  teacher  that  empowered  a  class  to  find  more  joy  is  a  huge  asset  
to  any  educational  system.   Play  can  help  a  child  transition  from  their  interior  to  exterior  life  and  
in  doing  so,  the  teacher  can  be  an  effective  advocate  by  championing  efforts  that  encourage  
acceptance  and  sharing  and  building  that  reciprocal  experience.   As  I  looked  further,  I  discovered  
a  key  area  of  research  regarding  inclusivity  –  Improvisation.   
A  Review  of  Research  on  Improvisational  Thinking  in  Music  Lesson  Planning  and  
Pedagogical  Approach  
The  heart  of  improvisational  theory  is  being  open  to  exploring  the  unknown  and  
expecting  new  ways  to  be  found  (Meland  et  al.,  2017).   With  that  definition,  there  seems  to  be  a  
direct  corollary  with  play.   As  the  research  suggests,  one  can  improvise  in  play,  but  I  wasn’t  sure  
if  all  improvisation  was  playful.   I  wanted  to  look  more  deeply  at  how  music  lesson  planning  
could  look  through  the  “expectation  for  what  is  not  yet”  lens.    Spontaneous  decision-making  in  
various  contexts  sets  in  motion  an  atmosphere  where  those  new  perspectives  can  manifest.  
A  crucial  part  of  improvisation  in  music  is  the  social  aspect  of  it  –  I  respect  you  so  I  will  
accept  your  contribution  and  we  will  realize  this  new  action.   But  the  building  of  these  scaffolds  
rely  on  a  series  of  agreements,  at  first.   And  some  researchers  were  quick  to  point  out  that  if  
musicians  don’t  train  to  improvise,  what  they  inadvertently  perpetuate  is  a  default  that  effectively  
prevents  improvisational  risk-taking  (Kleinmintz,  2014).   So,  it’s  clear  to  some  that  some  
baseline  skills  of  knowing  what  to  look  for,  what  the  other/s  are  looking  to  do,  and  what  it  can  
look  like  is  imperative  as  one  attempts  to  move  forward.   
Educators  who  tend  to  lean  into  a  more  traditional  lecturing  approach  may  find  a  method  
that  requires  more  collaboration  a  frightening  idea,  but  our  classes  require  more  fluidity  (Zapata 





introduce  them  to,  we  can  more  adequately  pivot  towards  generating  ideas  and  positions  that  are  
prompted  by  their  engagement.   This  is  the  nature  of  the  improvisational  classroom  -  coming  
alongside  our  students  while  they  learn  (Zapata  et  al.,  2019).   
Improvisation  in  Organization  
Improvisation  in  organization  approaches  take  many  forms.   When  there  are  systems  in  
place  already,  many  of  those  who  desire  agency  in  the  processes  that  exist  are  hesitant  to  throw  
out  components  that  they  feel  familiar  with,  but  it’s  not  necessary  to  do  away  with  the  existing  
methodologies.   A  different  way  to  look  at  systems  through  an  improvisational  lens  is  to  learn  to  
better  appreciate  the  many  creative  potentialities  that  exist  currently  (McCormack,  2018).   
In  one  surprising  instance,  improvisational  methods  helped  a  care  center  who  enlisted  the  
help  of  a  musical  therapist.   What  the  team  found  is  that  if  they  were  to  make  room  for  any  and  
all  utterances  that  the  residents  contributed  to  a  musical  activity,  and  in  fact,  matched  the  sounds  
and  words  that  were  contributed,  the  group  as  a  whole  was  able  to  observe  the  value  of  
improvisation  (Pavlicevic  et  al.,  2015).   The  benefits  of  programs  such  as  these  provide  a  
glimpse  of  what  it  means  to  step  into  a  more  inclusive  way  of  doing  school.  
Standardization  is  one  of  the  great  behemoths  of  educational  industry  and  much  work  has  
been  done  to  prop  up  and  perpetuate  assessment-heavy  learning  models  (Graue,  2015).   Over  
time,  however,  it  has  become  increasingly  clear  that  teachers  find  themselves  spending  more  
time  adhering  to  the  rigorous  standards  and  heavily-scripted  curriculum  and  less  time  connecting  
with  students.  
Deviation  from  the  norm  of  how  educational  systems  are  set  do  not  come  easy.   As  one  
study  shows,  many  organizations  attempt  to  stifle  improvisational  work,  but  the  work  gets  done  





those  who  are  fearful  of  having  the  knowledge  that  they  have  obtained  over  time  -  some  with  
great  personal  sacrifice  of  time  and  resources  -  in  favor  of  a  model  that,  by  nature  resists  
following  the  status  quo.   
The  Mind  of  an  Improviser  
One  direction  that  the  research  took  that  I  found  fascinating  was  how  the  mind  of  an  
improviser  works.   Limb  and  Braun  (2008)  have  been  studying  the  brain’s  semi-neutral  state  they  
call  the  default  mode,  and  they  found  that  “activation  of  default  mode  regions  during  
improvisation  indicates  internally-driven,  self-referential  mechanisms,  which  may  allow  the  
improviser  to  suspend  conscious  monitoring  and  enter  a  “flow-like”  state.”.   It  would  seem  that  
with  a  strong  base  of  prompts,  musical  exercises  and  studies  around  different  approaches  to  
music,  one  could  be  less  methodical  and  more  intuitive  with  the  choices  they  make.   Moreover,  
since  we  perceive  music  differently  based  on  our  own  personal  contexts,  those  who  come  
together  with  the  intention  to  create  new  actions  are  bound  to  find  more  perspectives  outside  of  
the  realm  of  their  own  internal  mechanisms,  so  to  speak.   
In  following  the  thread  to  the  work  of  those  who  surround  themselves  with  skilled  
improvisers,  I  found  articles  where  teachers/facilitators  were  studied  and  their  methods  analyzed.  
One  such  article  covered  a  range  of  different  university  professors,  and  found  there  to  be  many  
instances  where  they  encouraged  a  type  of  inclusivity  that  was  refreshingly  egalitarian  –  teachers  
modelling  how  comfortable  they  are  responding  to  prompts  of  any  kind  -  giving  scholars  tools  as  
they  go  –  and  level  of  extreme  engagement  that  could  be  potentially  seen  in  other  contexts.   So  
much  so,  that  members  of  the  group  were  invited  to  drive  the  whole  class,  giving  prompts  for  
others  to  follow  (Hickey,  2015).   





in  the  moment  have  to  be  planned  or,  at  least,  available  for  reference,  so  that  more  good  music  
can  come  of  it.   This  sort  of  groundwork  was  referenced  in  an  article  by  Walton  et  al.  (2018)  “the  
experiences  of  the  individuals  engaging  in  this  coordination  had  more  to  do  with  the  way  that  
they  were  able  to  co-create  structure”  (p.  14).   This  structural  back-and-forth  combined  with  an  
intuitive  sense  of  decision-making  and  expectation  for  “the  new”  appeared  to  be  a  concrete  place  
to  build  my  action  research  on  -  that,  and  the  way  that  music  moves  so  uniquely.   The  fluidity  of  
music  and  the  power  that  is  derived  from  it  can  very  likely  be  attributed  to  the  way  it  evokes  so  
many  emotions  in  a  short  time.  (McPherson,  2014)   
Summary  
  
After  reviewing  this  literature  I’m  convinced  that  more  of  an  effort  needs  to  be  made  to  
both  connect  students  with  their  interior  selves  and  to  their  exterior  selves.   It’s  been  made  
apparent  by  my  own  first  hand  observations  that  we,  as  educators,  have  a  mammoth  task  in  front  
of  us  in  attempting  to  approach  our  teaching  with  more  inclusiveness.   This  requires  openness  
and  training  that  most  of  us  just  haven’t  received  -  not  only  that,  there  is  no  guarantee  that  our  
superintendents  or  administration  will  prioritize  these  efforts.   
My  6  years  in  a  classroom  dedicated  to  working  with  students  with  severe  behavioral  
outbursts  was  my  glimpse  into  the  world  where  they  were  villainized  and  subsequently  cast  aside  
in  order  to  maintain  “safety  and  order”.   What  I  saw  was  the  negligence  of  classroom  teachers  
that  were  tasked  with  “mainstreaming”  them  further  put  their  own  students  in  harm’s  way  by  
thoughtlessly  triggering  the  students  I  worked  with  and  not  taking  responsibility  for  their  actions.   
No  classroom  can  function  in  an  inclusive  way  when  certain  behaviors  are  seen  as  
intrinsic  to  the  students  while  others  are  overlooked.   The  takeaway  from  those  rooms  was  that  






Where  I  have  been  able  to  see  success  is  where  teachers  are  meeting  students  where  they  
are  presently,  accepting  them  as  they  are  –  finding  the  current  they  are  riding  right  now  –  and  
moving  into  it.   Through  playful  means  and  improvisational  methods  –  with  a  solid  
understanding  of  the  effects  of  trauma  on  the  body  and  mind,  I  aim  to  synthesize  my  
observations  to  get  at  the  heart  of  what  I  see  our  students  need  the  most  –  to  feel  seen  and  wanted  
–  to  feel  like  their  learning  is  important  to  us.   With  these  charges  in  mind,  I  will  show  in  the  next  
chapter  how  those  needs  will  be  addressed  and  how  teachers  can  adjust  their  practices  to  prepare  
themselves  to  be  advocates  in  their  classes  and  true,  playful  improvisers.  
Conceptually,  these  approaches  help  build  a  framework  for  changes  in  my  approaches  
overall,  but  in  order  for  there  to  be  substance  to  my  findings,  I  needed  to  find  a  way  to  clearly  
connect  it  to  actual  classroom  practices  that  I  adopt  and  apply.   My  goal  was  to  find  out  what  
exactly  changed  in  my  activity  choice,  how  the  principles  in  my  research  manifested  and  what  














CHAPTER  3  
RESEARCH  METHODS  
Overview  
The  methods  of  inquiry  for  this  study  focused  on  the  principles  and  practices  of  action  
research,  using  self-study  aligned  with  professional  teacher  standards,  teacher  artifacts  and  
mentor  teacher  notes  and  interviews  as  a  means  of  data  collection.   I  will  begin  with  a  review  of  
action  research  principles  to  establish  the  foundation  for  this  study’s  method  of  inquiry.  Second,  I  
will  review  the  choices  and  purposes  of  data  collection  that  helped  to  highlight  my  instruction  
and  means  for  searching  for  improvement.  Third,  I  will  detail  my  context  for  the  study,  methods  
of  data  collection  protocols,  maintaining  credibility  and  trustworthiness  of  the  data,  and  
acknowledge  my  limitations  as  a  researcher.  Finally,  I  will  present  the  procedures  used  for 
studying  my  practice,  while  providing  data  and  analysis  that  speaks  to  adaptations  and  
adjustments  made  to  my  instruction  as  I  implanted  this  study.   
Research  Questions 
My  focus  for  this  research  was  inclusive  pedagogical  methods.   Specifically,  I  examined 
how  inclusive  pedagogy  can  be  expanded,  how  the  concept  of  play  and  the  study  of  how  it  works  
can  affect  change  in  the  classroom  and  how  improvisational  thought  and  theory  could  change  my  
lesson  planning  approaches  .   This  focus  aligned  with  the  following  INTASC  Standards  for  
teacher  professional  development.  Additionally,  I  considered  how  studying  my  own  practice  in  
line  with  INTASC  Standards  could  improve  my  own  instruction  and  therefore,  student  learning.  
My  purpose  of  this  study  was  to  show  how  my  practice  could  be  adjusted  to  make  my  
classrooms  more  inclusive,  where  more  students  were  engaged  and  where  they  felt  their  voices  





1. In  what  ways  does  my  teaching  practice  change  when  I  approach  it  with  a  more  
trauma-informed  lens  than  a  less  trauma-informed  lens?   
I  hope  to  find  best  practices  from  the  ideas  I  gleaned  from  my  sources.    Data  gathered  
from  a  focus  on  this  question  was  used  to  observe  what  specific  principles  I  consistently  adhered  
to  and  what  fell  by  the  wayside.  
2. What  are  the  different  outcomes  when  I  approach  my  lesson  delivery  with  a  more  
playful  approach  than  with  a  less  playful  approach?   
I  hope  to  find  a  good  balance  with  my  teaching  so  that  I  can  conduct  my  classrooms  from  
a  place  of  confidence  rather  than  from  an  anxiety  brought  on  by  assuming  my  class  needs  to  be  
entertained.   Data  gathered  from  a  focus  on  this  question  was  used  to  see  how  much  I  employed  
extraneous  methods  to  get  my  lessons  across,  as  when  my  playful  approach  served  the  content  
and  purpose  of  the  unit.  
3. In  what  ways  do  improvisational  practices  help  my  teaching  from  getting  
stagnant?   What  problems  are  solved  in  my  classroom  from  employing  
improvisational  practices?   
I  want  to  keep  my  classroom  fresh  and  relevant,  but  I  don’t  want  to  make  a  bunch  of  
extra  work  for  myself,  so  I  hope  to  find  the  ways  that  leveraging  my  improvisational  abilities  can  
best  help  my  class.   Data  gathered  from  a  focus  on  this  question  was  used  to  validate  which  








INTASC  Standards  
INTASC  standards  have  to  do  with  the  body  of  knowledge  that  teachers  are  expected  to  
have  to  be  most  effective  in  their  classrooms.   A  consortium  of  practitioners  outlined  10  
standards  that  truly  get  at  the  heart  of  what  makes  for  an  engaging,  successful  educator.   They  are  
organized  around  four  main  categories:  the  Learner  and  Learning,  Content,  Instructional  Practice  
and  Professional  Responsibility.  
What  my  research  questions  focus  on  are  the  instructional  practice  components,  mainly  -  
specifically,  planning  for  instruction  and  instructional  strategies.    It  is  my  observation  that  the  
current  model  of  academic  approaches  has  not  served  our  students  well  in  that  many  students  
feel  isolated,  disregarded  and  not  heard.   An  overhaul  of  the  educational  mindset  for  each  teacher  
could  help  outline  the  root  of  the  problem.   In  addition,  I  think  a  teacher’s  application  of  content  
in  creative  ways  will  help  in  drawing  students  out  and  feeling  engaged  again.   The  last  standard  
inTASC  standard  my  research  questions  connect  to  is  application  of  content.  
Standard  #7:  Planning  for  Instruction.  The  teacher  plans  instruction  that  supports  every  
student  in  meeting  rigorous  learning  goals  by  drawing  upon  knowledge  of  content  areas,  
curriculum,  cross-disciplinary  skills,  and  pedagogy,  as  well  as  knowledge  of  learners  and  the  
community  context.   This  standard  fits  well  with  my  first  research  question,  dealing  with  
trauma-informed  pedagogy.   When  I  look  at  community  context  specifically,  my  school  
community  has  been  seriously  affected  by  trauma,  and  in  order  to  support  them,  I  have  to  know  
their  context.  
Standard  #8:  Instructional  Strategies.  The  teacher  understands  and  uses  a  variety  of  
instructional  strategies  to  encourage  learners  to  develop  deep  understanding  of  content  areas  and  





connected  mostly  to  my  third  research  question  re:  Improvisational  practices  and  how  they  can  
assist  in  bringing  forth  innovation  in  connections  with  content  areas.  
Methods  and  Procedures  
Because  my  purpose  was  to  describe  my  own  teaching  practice  as  well  as  how  I  use  data  
to  improve  my  own  practice  in  line  with  the  INTASC  professional  standards,  it  was  important  to  
choose  a  method  that  could  account  for  both  what  the  standards  are  for  teachers  and  how  I  was  
paying  attention  to  my  own  practice  through  data  collection  to  improve  it.  Accordingly,  this  
study  was  designed  as  an  action  research  study.   
The  goal  and  purpose  of  action  research  is  that  it  is  a  process  where  a  person  is  using  
research  to  improve  their  own  actions.   There  exists  in  the  academic  environment  a  phenomenon 
where  teachers  calcify  at  the  place  where  they  feel  they’ve  “learned  enough”  and  then  they  wait  
for  retirement.   Not  convinced  that  was  the  healthiest  or  the  best  way  to  help  our  students,  some  
teachers  have  taken  it  upon  themselves  to  be  reflective  and  genuinely  curious  about  what  could  
happen  if  they  started  (or  continued)  to  progress  along  the  path  of  professional  development.   
When  educators  interest  themselves  in  the  continuous  progress  in  developing  a  “greater  mastery  
of  the  art  and  science  of  teaching”  (Sagor,  2000,  p.  47),  something  that  resembles  magic  can  take  
place.   Teachers  may  begin  to  see  school-wide  initiatives  show  growth  and  there  can  be  a  
growing  sense  of  a  culture  and  pride  in  the  school  climate.  
Data  Collection  
The  basic  steps  in  action  research  are  1)  identify  a  topic  or  issue  to  study,  2)  collect  data  
related  to  the  chosen  topic  or  issue,  3)  analyze  and  interpret  the  collected  data,  and  4)  carry  out  
action  planning,  which  represents  the  application  of  the  action  research  results.  Data  collection  in  





pertinent  to  the  research  questions.   As  Padak  and  Padak  observe,  “Any  information  that  can  help  
you  answer  your  questions  is  data”  (1994).  Therefore,  I  used  a  variety  of  data  collection  tools  
related  to  my  topic  to  ensure  the  validity  of  my  results.  Furthermore,  I  adhered  to  the  following  
four  characteristics  in  determining  the  data  I  would  collect  for  my  study,  1)  anonymity  of  
students,  2)  comparison  in  data  collection  was  built  in  so  that  the  results  could  be  judged  against  
themselves  both  before  and  after  the  intervention  period,  3)  aspects  of  performance  to  be  
examined  were  identified  prior  to  data  collection  so  that  the  information  was  relevant  and  
connected  to  the  research  questions,  and  4)  a  variety  of  data  was  collected  so  that  different  
aspects  of  the  topic  could  be  brought  to  light  (Padak  &  Padak,  1994).  Finally,  because  I  was  
studying  my  own  practice  while  I  was  in  the  middle  of  said  practice,  I  acknowledge  the  
“spiraling  nature”  of  data  collection  in  action  research  (Padak  &  Padak,  1994).  By  focusing  on  
data  in  connection  to  my  research  questions,  my  attention  tuned  to  other  pieces  of  data  that  
emerged  in  relation  to  my  questions.  These  emergent  data  pieces  were  included  as  part  of  the  
study  as  they  had  relevance  to  my  research  questions.   
Because  my  research  questions  focus  on  inclusive  pedagogies,  I  chose  to  collect  data  that  
would  provide  information  about  how  my  practice  and  the  interventions  I  identified  aligned  with  
the  research  topic.   The  types  of  data  I  chose  to  collect  are  described  next.   
Practicum  Tracking  Sheets  
I  would  like  to  collect  specific  data  around  my  learning  targets  so  that  I  can  see  what  I  am  
able  to  get  to,  and  how  my  pacing  changes  from  class  to  class,  even  if  I  am  teaching  the  same  
content.   Also,  I’d  like  to  collect  different  discoveries  I  make  in  various  interventions,  and  take  





improvisational  practices  questions,  since  I  will  be  utilizing  practices  I  found  in  my  research  and  
the  journal  will  reflect  the  difference  those  practices  make.  
Observation  Comments  
I  would  like  to  get  the  notes  from  observations  from  both  administration  and  mentor 
teachers  I’ve  asked  to  come  visit  my  class.   They  will  have  fresh  eyes  to  see  what  targets  I  was  
able  to  hit  and  what  success  I  was  able  to  achieve  with  my  lessons.   I  will  communicate  my  
research  questions  with  them  and  ask  them  to  give  insight  around  the  questions.   I  will  gather  the  
observations  and  reflect  on  what  adjustments  I  can  make  to  be  more  successful  with  conveying  
my  learning  targets.  
edTPA  Commentaries  
I’d  like  to  collect  data  from  the  commentaries  from  my  edTPA.   I  know  that  my  planning,  
my  assessments  and  the  evidence  found  in  my  instruction  will  be  helpful  in  showing  how  play  
and  improvisational  approaches  are  affecting  my  students  ability  to  remain  engaged  and  knowing  
what  they’re  supposed  to  be  doing  in  my  class.  
Context  of  the  Study  
The  location  of  the  study  is  a  PreK-5school  in  the  Portland-Metro  area  with  an  average  of  
about  50-60  students  per  grade,  and  class  sizes  averaging  about  20.   The  teachers  have  weekly  
PLC’s  and  I  am  the  music  teacher  for  the  whole  school  –  all  330  students.   My  mentorship  comes  
from  administration  and  curriculum  specialists  onsite,  as  well  as  a  mentor  teacher  from  the  
district  that  I  have  enlisted  to  help  me  with  my  first  year  of  teaching.   
The  majority  of  the  student  body  would  identify  as  Black  and  we  are  a  Tier  I  school  ,  
meaning   that  a  large  concentration  of  our  student  body  comes  from  low-income  households  and  





room  for  the  average  class  size.   Currently,  our  classes  are  online  and  I  see  each  grade  level  once  
a  week  for  30-45  minutes  a  session.   
Participants  
Because  this  study  was  designed  using  an  action  research  approach,  the  main  participant  
in  the  study  is  myself,  as  the  teacher.  As  my  learning  progressed  throughout  my  student  teaching  
program,  I  became  interested  in  a  number  of  ideas  that  would  help  me  to  improve  my  instruction.  
Ultimately,  I  decided  to  focus  on  the  main  research  areas  outlined  in  my  research  question.  To  
lend  credibility  to  the  results  I  will  share  from  my  self-study  of  my  practice,  it  is  important  to  
describe  my  role  in  the  classroom  where  I  teach.  In  this  section  I  will  focus  on  describing  my  
own  classroom  and  my  role  as  the  teacher.   
This  is  my  first  year  as  a  full-time  music  teacher  at  my  school.   I  do  not  have  a  mentor  
teacher  onsite  –  I  have  my  own  classroom  and  I  design  my  own  lesson  plans.   The  mentors  I  do  
have  are  my  administrators  and  a  district-level  teaching  coach  and  I’ve  enlisted  the  help  of  two  
curriculum  advisors  on  staff  to  help  me,  too.  
Before  becoming  the  music  teacher  at  my  school,  I  was  working  as  an  educational  
assistant  for  two  years,  which  helped  me  get  to  know  my  students  and  vice  versa.   Though  I  was  
an  educational  assistant,  I  served  in  a  capacity  that  mirrored  what  a  specialist  would  do  –  in  that,  
I  saw  every  single  student  in  my  rotation.   The  children  know  who  I  am  and  what  I’m  about,  
which  is  something  I’m  very  grateful  for,  knowing  that  many  first  year  teachers  do  not  have  such  
a  luxury.   My  experiences  here  have  shown  me  much  about  what  the  students  respond  to,  and  
what  they  excel  at.   When  I’ve  put  my  energies  into  developing  relationships  with  them,  I’ve  
seen  growth  with  students  that  other  teachers  have  had  problems  with.   When  I  set  out  to  do  





some  academic  context  around   it  –  mainly  because  I  wanted  to  know  more  about  how  play  and  
improvisation   and  trauma  play  a  part  in  my  student’s  reality.   I  know  all  of  those  aspects  of  life  
have  affected  them,  but  I  wanted  to  know  how  I  could  best  study  that  and  be  the  best  teacher  for  
them.  
How  I  Studied  My  Teaching  
I  will  work  closely  with  my  district  mentor  and  online  coaches  for  a  six-week  30-day  
period  and  collect  observations  from  them  and  keep  a  journal  for  the  durations  of  that  period.   I  
will  log  my  daily  learning  targets,  record  how  I  present  them  and  give  an  impression  on  how  it  
was  received  as  they  pertain  to  my  research  questions.  I  will  refer  to  the  observation  comments,  
in  addition  to  their  notes  and  emails.   I  will  design  lessons  on  improvisation  and  play  and  see  if  
the  learning  targets  are  able  to  be  achieved.   I  will  study  my  edTPA  commentaries  to  find  
evidence  of  my  planning  protocols.   Then,  once  I  compile  all  of  the  information,  I  will  revisit  my  
practicum  tracking  sheets,  edTPA  commentaries  and  mentor  observations  and  develop  a  plan  of  
action  to  improve  my  practice  with  two  time-sensitive  goals  gleaned  from  my  findings.   I  will  
consult  my  coaches  to  see  if  they  feel  like  the  goals  are  manageable  but  challenging.    After  the  
time  has  lapsed,  I  will  reconvene  with  mentors  and  see  how  I’ve  progressed.   
Credibility  
Validity  and  reliability  are  important  aspects  of  social  research  and  can  be  accounted  for  
in  a  variety  of  ways  (Torrance,  2012).  Both  validity,  the  quality  of  being  logically  sound,  and  
reliability,  the  degree  to  which  accuracy  can  be  considered  dependable,  are  components  of  
credibility,  the  quality  of  being  trusted  or  believed  in.  Eisner  (1991)  believes  that  credibility  of  
qualitative  research  is  grown  through  a  “confluence  of  evidence”  that  includes  multiple  types  of  





through  triangulation  of  data  (Lather,  1991).  Carter  and  other  researchers  (2014)  explain  that  one  
method  of  triangulation  is  method  triangulation  which  includes  using  multiple  methods  of  data  
collection.   This  is  similar  to  Eisner’s  (1991)  method  of  structural  corroboration.  Eisner  (1991)  
also  believes  that  getting  input  and  opinions  from  others  in  the  same  field  serves  as  a  means  of  
consensual  validation.  This  helps  to  further  demonstrate  credibility.  
In  my  research,  I  used  multiple  methods  of  data  collection.  These  different  methods  
served  as  method  triangulation  based  on  the  explanation  from  Carter  et  al.  (2014).  The  methods  
of  data  collection  were  through  analyzing  lesson  plans  written  throughout  my  program,  
analyzing  my  daily  teaching  research  journal  entries,  and  my  own  essay  writings  completed  
during  the  program..  This  allowed  me  to  analyze  the  data  through  differing  means  to  ensure  that  I  
was  correctly  interpreting  the  data,  as  well  resulting  in  “a  broader  understanding  of  the  
phenomenon”  (Carter  et  al.,  2014,  p.  546).   In  addition,  to  further  strengthen  my  credibility,  I  
also  used  member  checks  to  provide  a  form  of  consensual  validation.  These  member  checks  were  
conducted  with  the  assistance  of  my  member  check  team  consisting  of  my  mentor  teacher  and  a  













Chapter  4  
PRESENTATION  AND  DISCUSSION  OF  FINDINGS  
Introduction  
In  this  chapter,  I  intend  to  show  what  insights  revealed  themselves  as  a  result  of  my  
taking  a  closer  look  at  my  teaching  -  both  the  internal  process  and  how  I  externally  changed  as  I  
attempted  to  be  more  proactively  inclusive  with  the  students  in  my  music  class.    Much  of  the  
takeaways  were  aligned  with  what  I  had  suspected,  but  I  did  find  myself  surprised  by  the  data  
more  than  I  was  prepared  for.   
My  research  questions  fed  into  each  other  rather  naturally,  and  they  were  crucial  in  
helping  me  find  patterns  in  my  teaching  methods.   For  my  first  question,  I  looked  at  what  ways  
my  teaching  practices  change  when  I  approach  them  with  an  eye  toward  being  more 
trauma-informed,  which  drew  out  some  key  principles  that  I  found  useful  to  my  planning.   
The  second  question  dealt  with  how  the  lesson  outcomes  are  affected  by  my  approaches  
during  class,  specifically  when  I  am  acting  playful  or  fun  with  my  students.   This  question  
revealed  a  great  deal  of  my  personal  philosophy  and  it  unearthed  some  complexities  I  had  not  
considered  before.   As  a  result,  I  was  given  the  opportunity  to  rethink  my  intentions  so  that  I  
didn’t  hold  on  so  tightly  to  things  that  I  wanted  to  go  “right”,  and  defer  to  the  data.  
Thirdly,  I  looked  at  improvisational  practices  that  I  utilized  on  a  regular  basis,  and  
reflected  on  how  those  practices  in  my  lesson  plans  help  and  which  ones  actually  hinder  the  
learning  process.   There  were  times  the  data  caught  me  including  activities  or  assessments  that  
were  comfortable  and  easy  for  me  but  not  so  fulfilling  for  the  class,  and  I  had  to  come  to  terms  






Types  of  Data  
The  data  I  collected  to  shine  light  on  these  questions  varied  over  the  last  few  months,  due  
to  situations  beyond  my  control.   However,  I  was  eventually  able  to  get  the  data  I  needed  -  and  it  
served  as  an  effective  corollary  to  my  research  questions.   
The  edTPA  process  was,  for  me,  extremely  challenging  because  it  forced  me  to  put  into  
words  ideas  and  sequences  that  I  had  not  yet  been  able  to  articulate  to  another  person.   A  key  
component  of  the  edTPA  was  the  commentary  and  I  found  a  wealth  of  data  from  not  only  the  
planning  commentary  but  also  the  instruction  commentary.   I  used  this  data  extensively  for  this  
portion  of  the  project.   
Also,  the  work  I  was  able  to  do  with  my  practicum  supervisor  and  cooperating  teacher  -  
who,  in  this  case  was  my  administrator  -  proved  valuable  in  that  I  used  many  quotes  from  their  
observation  comments  as  evidence  of  the  effect  of  my  teaching  methods.   Both  my  administrator  
and  practicum  supervisor  had  been  classroom  teachers  and  I  was  able  to  glean  much  knowledge  
from  their  recounted  experiences,  but  I  specifically  appreciated  how  they  were  able  to  observe  
and  speak  to  my  teaching  beyond  what  a  typical  classroom  teacher  might  have  been  able  to.   
Finally,  I  took  extensive  notes  about  my  day-to-day  work  in  my  practicum  tracking  and  
did  not  shy  away  from  candid  self-assessments.   At  times,  I  expressed  feeling  defeated  and  I  
despaired.   But  mostly,  as  I  read  through  my  comments,  I  witnessed  the  ebb  and  flow  of  what  it  









Background  on  Data  
I  collected  my  data  between  late  August  2020  to  late  April  2021.    My  grouping  tactics  
emerged  over  time  after  I  was  able  to  look  over  my  practicum  tracking  /journals,  observation  
feedback  and  edTPA  commentary.   Since  I  took  samples  from  earlier  in  the  year,  I  was  more  able  
to  get  an  accurate  glimpse  at  what  changes  were  occurring  and  how  gradual  they  were.   In  some  
cases,  I  recount  specific  events  that  affected  me  to  the  extent  that  I  vowed  to  never  repeat  the  
same  approach  again.   
The  commentary  was  particularly  revelatory,  since  most  of  my  unit  planning  from  the  
first  few  years  was  focused  on  a  culmination  event  or  project  and  I  had  not  considered  things  like  
pacing,  scaffolding  or  differentiation.   I  had  originally  resigned  myself  to  thinking  that  I  was  
failing  as  a  teacher  and  that  was  the  source  of  my  woes,  rather  than  considering  the  possibility  
that  my  lessons  were  haphazard  and  my  classroom  environment  was  a  direct  result  of  a  lack  of  
significant  planning.   When  I  was  able  to  identify  and  quantify  my  actions  for  the  edTPA  it  
simultaneously  felt  like  trying  on  an  ill-fitting  suit  and  donning  a  costume  I  was  born  to  wear.  
The  data  I  include  from  the  commentary  includes  some  of  the  graphic  organizers  and  
descriptions  of  the  activities  I  introduced.   From  these  commentaries,  I  was  able  to  give  evidence  
of  the  principles  of  trauma-informed  teaching  I  employ  as  well  as  the  improvisational  activities  I  
regularly  include  in  my  lesson  plans.  
Also,  my  administrators  observation  comments,  as  well  as  my  practicum  supervisors’  are  
accompanied  by  excerpts  of  the  lesson  plans  that  they  refer  to.   I  was  able  to  glean  from  all  eight  
of  the  observations  from  last  term  and  this  current  one  and  find  multiple  instances  where  they  
make  direct  comments  about  my  planning,  instruction  and  assessments.   As  a  result,  a  clear  





As  was  previously  mentioned,  my  practicum  tracking  /  journal  entries  contained  much  
anecdotal  evidence  of  my  internal  reflections  as  I  progressed  through  the  terms.   I  started  them  in  
the  Fall  of  2020  and  was  told  we  were  allowed  to  forego  daily  logs  of  our  teaching  insights  at  the  
beginning  of  this  term.   So,  in  total,  I  was  able  to  refer  to  16  weeks  worth  of  personal  
information.   While  some  of  the  entries  were  merely  reiterating  the  day's  activities,  I  was  able  to 
find  many  that  referred  to  the  activities  I  facilitated  and  their  effectiveness.   This  raw  data  helped  
paint  a  picture  that  addresses  both  the  research  question  referring  to  my  trauma-informed  
principle  usage  and  the  effects  of  my  playful  approaches.  
Methods  of  Grouping  Data  and  Data  Analysis  
I  came  to  realize  that  much  of  the  data  I  collected  came  from  a  mindset  of  fulfillment  of  
academic  requirements  -  the  edTPA  commentary,  the  practicum  observations,  the  practicum  
tracking  sheets  -  all  of  them  stood  out  as  being  extremely  bound  up  in  the  expectations  of  the  
MAT  program.   And  yet,  I  was  attempting  to  find  insight  about  more  nuanced  aspects  of  my  
teaching.   So,  I  set  out  to  find  a  balance  that  both  honored  the  nuance  and  acknowledged  the  
academic  component.   
Both  in  the  commentary  and  in  the  observations,  the  terms  “learning  targets”  and  
“assessments”  are  regularly  mentioned.   In  contrast,  the  practicum  tracking  /  journals  regularly 
mention  “pacing”  and  “engagement”.    I  consider  these  two  sides  of  the  same  coin  -  both  need  to  
be  considered  for  my  teaching  to  be  effective.   
When  looking  through  the  lens  of  my  research  questions,  more  themes  presented  
themselves.   For  instance,  the  four  principles  I  identified  as  significant  from  my  research  of  
trauma-informed  teaching  were:  acknowledging  past  experiences,  normalizing  vulnerability,  





needs  (McEvoy  &  Salvador,  2020).   My  commentaries  revealed  multiple  times  where  I  
prioritized  discussion  around  taking  creative  risks.   As  I  looked  through  each  commentary  -  
planning,  instruction  and  assessment  -  I  highlighted  the  times  I  facilitated  discussion  in  the  
lesson  plans  and  made  note  of  what  the  discussion  covered.   Most  of  the  notes  referred  to  
normalizing  vulnerability,  building  resilience  around  making  mistakes  and  prompting  students  to  
share  stories  about  what  feelings  they  had  about  the  music  we  listened  to  in  class.   The  rapport  
that  comes  from  giving  students  the  space  to  experiment  and  learn  from  those  experiments  was  
apparent  in  the  observation  comments,  under  “safe  and  respectful  learning  environments”.   
  As  I  went  through  the  instruction  and  assessment  commentaries,  I  started  to  notice  how  
most  of  what  I  mentioned  fell  into  predictable  categories,  mainly  because  the  prompts  required  
specific  answers  that  gave  evidence  of  my  proficiency  in  these  areas.   I  kept  track  of  repeated  
themes  that  came  up  in  my  answers  on  a  spreadsheet.   After  I  did  that,  I  grouped  the  themes  into  
more  general  headings.    All  in  all,  the  main  groupings  I  identified  centered  around  
“assessment”,  “engagement”,  “respect”  and  “flexibility”.   
Data  Supporting  First  Research  Question  Regarding  Trauma-Informed  Teaching  
I  approached  my  first  research  question  about  trauma-informed  teaching  by  looking  at  all  
of  the  data  sets  I  gathered  and  was  able  to  synthesize  a  relatively  clear  idea  of  how  my  teaching  
looked  when  I  worked  to  be  more  inclusive  by  seeing  my  students  through  a  trauma-informed  
lens.   My  observation  comments  were  very  specific,  which  was  to  be  expected  since  the  prompts  
were  direct  and  comprehensive.   This  made  it  easy  for  me  to  find  what  my  supervisor  and  
administrator  saw  in  my  approaches  that  aligned  with  my  understanding  of  trauma-informed  
teaching.    Then,  I  took  the  edTPA  commentary  as  a  cross-reference  -  especially  the  instruction  





combined  with  data  from  my  75-days  worth  of  practicum  tracking  notes  provided  the  answers  I  
was  attempting  to  find.  
I  streamlined  my  question  to  distill  what  I  was  after  -  when  I’m  trauma-informed,  how  
does  my  teaching  look?   One  of  the  informal  bits  of  data  I  found  in  my  practicum  tracking  notes  
was  a  chart  I  made  from  April  19th-30th  (Figure  1)   where  I  analyzed  which  principles  of  
trauma-informed  teaching  I  utilized  during  my  online  live  music  classes.  
Figure  1  
Trauma-Informing  Teaching  principle  tracking  chart  
  
Tracking  of  Trauma-Informed  Teaching  principles  used  over  two-week  period  between  April  
19-30th,  2021  
  
  
The  abbreviations  stand  for  -  acknowledging  past  experiences,  normalizing  vulnerability,  
expecting/accepting  non-closure  and  making  activities  that  speak  to  their  immediate  needs.   As  
the  data  suggests,  my  teaching  rarely  incorporated  every  principle,  and  for  many  grades  only  one  
or  two  principles  were  evident.    The  student’s  needs  aren’t  fully  addressed,  as  defined  by  the  
principles.    It  revealed  disengagement  that  I  have  been  afraid  to  acknowledge  in  myself.   
The  earlier  units  required  that  I  establish  a  pacing  with  classes  that  I  hadn’t  fully  gotten  to  
know  yet.   As  can  be  seen  below,  my  practicum  tracking  sheets  illustrated  this  reality:  
DAY  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  
GRADE 3rd`  4/5  K  1  2  3rd`  4/5  K  1  2  
APE    X  X      X  X  X      
NV  X  X  X    X    X  X  X  X  
ANC    X    X  X    X  X      





I  noticed  that  the  classes  got  bogged  down  with  my  lecturing  and  I  hadn’t  planned  
adequately  for  showing  them  what  they  needed  to  know.   The  classes  felt  more  rudderless  
than  usual.  
In  the  classes  where  I  did  successfully  practice  the  principles  of  trauma-informed  
teaching,  I  can  point  to  moments  in  my  practicum  tracking  sheets  that  reflect  the  specifics  of  
what  I  did.   This  quote  listed  from  the  practicum  sheet   from  11/16/2021  stated:  
I  spent  a  long  while  after  class  with  students  who  were  struggling  with  tuning  their  
instruments.  I  really  enjoy  that  one-on-one  interaction  when  they  need  it.  
Specifically,  the  quote  was  from  the  5th  grade  ukulele  unit.   This  was  an  example  of  me  
exhibiting  flexibility  and  giving  them  an  activity  that  spoke  to  their  immediate  need  of  feeling  
successful  on  their  instrument.    As  a  class  that  had  not  had  a  musical  instrument  to  practice  
before,  they  were  finding  it  extremely  difficult  to  follow  the  steps  to  get  themselves  in  tune.   
Data  gathered  from  my  observation  comments  revealed  more  of  my  approaches.   The  
following  is  an  excerpt  from  a  lesson  from  2/17/2021:  
Todd  not  only  provided  opportunities  for  students  to  engage  in  the  lesson  coming  from  
various  experience  levels  but  also  provided  scaffolds  to  address  student  access  to  
resources  in  order  to  engage  in  the  lesson  effectively.   He  problem-solved  keyboard  
access  through  providing  access  to  an  online  keyboarding  site,  used  resources  they  had,  
and  met  students  where  they  were  in  demonstrating  their  understanding.  
In  this  case,  families  were  having  difficulty  getting  the  instruments  so  there  were  students  
coming  to  the  online  class  who  didn’t  have  what  they  needed  to  even  do  the  foundational  





they  could  have  the  same  access  to  the  materials.   As  mentioned  previously,  this  further  
demonstrated  the  principle  of  speaking  to  their  immediate  needs .  
My  edTPA  instruction  commentary  speaks  to  the  theme  of  “respect”  that  came  up  in  the  
data  sets  I  collected.   This  excerpt  deals  with  the  way  I  demonstrated  normalizing  vulnerability  
in  the  music  classroom:  
I  facilitate  a  discussion  about  the  emotional  effects  of  music,  which  draws  out  many  
heartfelt  responses.   I  place  a  lot  of  value  on  vulnerability  and  when  someone  interjected  
a  negative  comment  about  a  certain  instrument  being  connected  to  anger,  I  quickly  
responded  to  remind  the  class  that  we  all  have  different  emotional  reactions  to  music,  
without  singling  out  the  person  who  made  the  comment.   In  fact,  I  used  that  comment  to  
illustrate  how  an  instrument  that  is  sometimes  thought  of  as  calming  can  easily  have  a  
different  effect  if  the  characteristics  are  adjusted  -  playing  a  high,  short,  abrupt,  loud  
sound  on  the  piano  can  cause  a  much  different  emotion  than  one  might  normally  
associate  with  that  instrument.   In  doing  so,  I  maintained  a  positive  environment  and  
helped  clarify  how  best  to  talk  about  the  differing  effect  of  music  on  our  emotions  as  a  
class,  making  room  for  those  with  varied  backgrounds/contexts .  
During  this  class  discussion,  we  were  working  through  our  understanding  of  how  certain  
instruments  can  convey  and  evoke  specific  emotional  responses,  which  required  me  to  allow  
differing,  and  at  times  disagreeable  perspectives.   My  approach  allowed  for  both  to  exist  in  the  
same  moments,  and  embody  another  trauma-informed  teaching  practice  -  accepting  non-closure.  
Another  piece  of  data  pointed  to  my  decision-making  process  surrounding  what  I  saw  as  





example  of  me  anticipating  the  class  having  difficulty  with  giving  reflective  answers  for  fear  of  
being  embarrassed  by  what  they  share.   
Figure  2  
edTPA  planning  commentary  
  
  Commentary  from  edTPA  Task  1.  
The  data  shows  that  my  response  to  anticipating  their  reluctance  was  to  work  to  ease  the  
class  into  deluging  personal  messages  that  they  would  want  to  convey  in  their  pieces.   That  way,  
by  the  time  they  were  being  more  reflective,  they  had  done  a  few  activities  that  normalized  that  
vulnerability,  but  in  smaller  portions.  
The  last  item  of  data  I  found  specifically  pertinent  to  my  first  research  question  was  





Todd  is  (also)  inherently  positive  and  is  always  looking  for  the  best  in  students.  
At  this  point,  I  believe  that  data  I’ve  collected  shows  the  variety  found  in  the  sources  I  
have.   The  particular  lesson  that  my  administrator  was  observing  was  one  where  I  was  working  
with  second-graders  who  were  in  the  final  lessons  of  the  unit  covering  keyboarding  technique.   
Data  Supporting  Second  Research  Question  Regarding  Playful  Teaching  Approaches  
The  second  research  question  led  me  to  look  at  my  in-class  routine  and  engagement  
strategies.   When  there  exists  a  regard  for  our  students  –  and  we  truly  accept  them  as  they  are  –  
intrinsically  valuable  and  worthy  of  our  attention  and  interaction  –  play  can  exist.   Play  is  that  
reciprocal  experience  –  sharing  and  accepting.   Once  again,  I  worked  to  distill  the  question  so  
that  I  found  it  easier  to  locate  moments  where  I  addressed  it  in  my  lessons.    I  found  that  most  of  
my  sources  helped  in  finding  the  answer  to  -  “when  I’m  playful,  how  well  does  the  lesson’s  
purpose  come  across?”   The  first  theme  that  stood  out  to  me,  when  answering  this  question,  was  
assessment .   I  made  the  connection  that  if  I  studied  the  data  to  find  patterns  in  my  overall  
outlook  of  the  class  day  -  whether  or  not  there  was  a  reciprocal  experience  happening  of  sharing  
and  accepting  -   I  could  look  back  to  find  out  what  I  was  teaching  and  how  I  was  teaching  it.   
The  first  example  of  this  pattern  occurring  was  found  in  an  excerpt  from  my  practicum  
tracking  sheet  from  the  week  of  10/26-10/30:  
10/26  (3rd  grade):   
I  noticed  that  my  ability  to  track  and  give  assessment -type  directions  are  getting  more  
clear.  I’m  connecting  more  to  my  learning  targets  on  a  consistent  basis.  





I  noticed  that  the  classes  got  bogged  down  with  my  lecturing  and  I  hadn’t  planned  
adequately  for  showing  them  what  they  needed  to  know.   The  classes  felt  more  rudderless  
than  usual.  
10/28  (Kinder):  
My  pacing  was  much  better  and  I  leaned  into  my  strengths  as  someone  who  can  model  
positivity  at  the  same  time  as  learning.  My  games  worked  well,  and  it  appeared  that  
students  understood  what  they  were  meant  to  learn .  
10/29  (1st  grade): 
The  students  were  clearly  excited  to  come  to  class  and  that  momentum  was  something  I  
was  able  to  use  to  move  them  closer  to  our  learning  targets  for  the  week.   Many  students  
did  the  asynchronous  assignments.  
10/30  (2nd  grade):  
The  class  was  distracted  throughout,  but  I  was  able  to  not  let  it  upset  me  and  throw  me  
off.   There  were  a  few  moments  I  had  to  stop  and  reiterate  my  expectations,  but  I  feel  like  
I  stayed  kind  in  my  firmness.  
On  the  first  day,  the  data  shows  that  I  was  just  starting  to  get  my  bearings  with  the  3rd  
graders  and  that  pattern  continued  for  the  following  day  with  the  4th  and  5th  grade.   There  is  no  
evidence  of  me  using  any  playful  means  to  connect  to  them.  By  contrast,  the  day  I  taught  
kindergarten  with  games  both  the  pacing  was  better  and  the  learning  targets  were  being  hit.   For 
the  remainder  of  the  week,  my  entries  were  more  centered  around  classroom  management  than  
learning  targets,  assessments,  or  any  central  focus,  like  the  beginning.  
This  theme,  pacing ,  is  prevalent  across  all  data  sets,  and  I  explored  my  other  sources  to  





commentary  under  the  question,  what  changes  would  you  make  to  your  instruction  to  better  
support  student  learning  of  the  central  focus?  My  response  is  excerpted  below:  
One  change  that  I  think  I’d  make  is  in  the  formatting  of  our  group  collaborative  work.  It  
seemed  like  the  pacing  was  too  slow  and  I  tended  to  lose  students  right  after  they  
contributed  their  voice  to  the  discussion.   If  I  had  merely  given  them  some  time  to  do  
some  individual  work  and  then  ask  the  whole  class  what  they  wrote  in  their  own  charts,  I  
could  be  getting  two  things:  real-time  assessment  data  and  more  engagement,  since  they  
wouldn’t  be  waiting  for  their  turn  to  come  around  again.   I  noticed  that  some  students  
were  drifting  off,  and  I  didn’t  make  a  way  to  confirm  whether  or  not  they  were  tracking  
the  learning  task.  
The  entry  makes  clear  that  I  needed  to  adjust  my  priorities  and  lean  in  to  crafting  my  
activities  more  intentionally.    But  also  there  was  a  callout  to  student  engagement  that  warranted  
further  scrutiny.   One  thing  had  also  occurred  to  me  as  I  read  this  back  that  although  the  chart  for  
the  lesson  itself  was  engaging  and  fun  to  complete,  the  method  I  used  to  fill  it  out  seemed  to  
have  contributed  to  students  “drifting  off”.   The  figure  below  (Figure  3)  is  the  example  I  gave  for  












Figure  3  
LT1  Musical  Characteristics   
  
Graphic  organizer  from  edTPA  lesson  plan  LT1.  
The  images  I  chose  are  whimsical  and  easy  to  draw.   In  addition,  each  symbol  was  
animated.   So,  the  entire  chart  was  moving.   However,  while  it’s  evident  that  even  the  graphic  
and  format  is  playful  and  inviting ,  my  answer  to  the  edTPA  commentary  question  about  
changing  my  instruction  to  show  better  support  for  student  learning  of  the  central  focus  showed  
that  I  missed  an  opportunity  to  deepen  their  learning  by  keeping  them  involved  in  the  process  
during  the  whole  time  we  worked  on  this.   I  could  have  adjusted  the  way  I  introduced  it  and  gave  
them  time  to  fill  it  out  on  their  own  and  then  the  whole  class  could’ve  done  it  together  at  once.   
My  last  source,  the  observation  commentary,  spoke  to  many  instances  of  my  playful  





course  that  language  would  be  there  -  nevertheless,  I  found  a  considerable  amount  of  evidence  of  
their  perspectives  on  my  teaching.   This  is  from  my  administrators  2/17/01  comments:  
Todd  did  a  great  job  pacing  his  lesson  and  used  creative  tools  in  order  to  engage  the  
students.   The  energy  and  enthusiasm  is  always  there  and  helps  students  to  maintain  
engagement.  
Also,  I  found  an  excerpt  from  the  same  day  that  connected  to  the  previous  mentions  of  
classroom  management:  
Todd  does  an  amazing  job  of  redirecting  students  while  continuing  to  keep  the  lesson  
moving  without  giving  any  unnecessary  attention  to  off-task  behavior.   He  was  able  to  
keep  the  focus  on  the  lesson  and  build  enough  enthusiasm  for  his  lessons  to  create  a  focus  
on  the  concepts  and  the  activities  rather  than  other  students.  
The  evidence  from  these  sources  gave  me  significant  insight  into  how  my  playful  
approaches  were  affecting  both  the  classroom  environment  and  the  purpose  of  my  learning  task  
being  clearly  conveyed.    One  crucial  piece  of  the  puzzle  that  my  commentary  comments  and  
practicum  tracking  sheets  seem  to  point  to  is  how  I  plan  my  lessons.   There  appears  to  be  a  gap  
between  the  need  for  an  engaging  approach  and  accurately  determining  what  sort  of  activity  will  
actually  help  the  students  find  success  in  their  learning.    The  next  question  addresses  this.  
Data  Supporting  Third  Research  Question  Regarding  Improvisational  Practices  
The  data  I  collected  for  the  final  question  dealt  with  how  my  practices  both  in  the  class  
and  in  my  preparation  lent  themselves  to  flexibility  and  spontaneous  adjustment  in  the  moment.  
I  have  found  in  my  research  and  experience  that  improvisation  in  educational  settings  can  take  
many  forms.   When  there  are  systems  in  place  already,  many  of  those  who  desire  agency  in  the  





necessary  to  do  away  with  the  existing  methodologies.   A  different  way  to  look  at  systems  
through  an  improvisational  lens  is  to  learn  to  better  appreciate  the  many  creative  potentialities  
that  exist  currently  (McCormack,  2018).   
I  found  that  during  my  planning  sessions,  I  defaulted  to  following  familiar  patterns  that  
were  playful  in  tone,  but  rigid  in  delivery.   So  much  so  that  if  I  noticed  that  students  weren’t  
immediately  connecting  to  the  activities,   I  would  just  reteach  and  reteach.   Early  on  this  
approach  is  evident  in  my  practicum  tracking  sheets.   Here  is  an  excerpt  I  found  from  the  early 
part  of  this  year,  1/11-1/15/2021:  
1/11  (3rd  grade):  
I’m  needing  to  relook  at  my  planning  for  3rd  -  I  feel  like  most  of  the  time  I’m  trying  to  
fill  out  the  last  portion  of  the  class  because  we’ve  covered  the  learning  target  quicker  than  
I  anticipated.  
1/12  (4th  /  5th  grade):  
Taught  new  songs  in  both  classes  today  and  felt  like  it  went  well  -  did  a  good  lesson  on 
SEESAW  that  outlined  what  I  went  over  in  class.   Feeling  confident.  
1/13  (Kinder):  
Very  hyper  class  -  spent  a  good  portion  of  time  getting  them  focused.   I’m  starting  to  get  
a  sense  of  where  they  are  at  developmentally,  which  has  been  a  challenge  throughout  my  
whole  year. 
1/14  (1st  grade): 
The  normal  tactics  I’ve  been  using  to  engage  first  grade  just  served  to  hype  them  up  and  
I’m  learning  to  build  a  more  structured  lesson  plan  so  that  they  can  find  a  better  balance  





1/15  (2nd  grade):  
Patience  was  not  mine  today.   I  was  frustrated  with  my  2nd  graders  today,  and  it  left  me  
wondering  what  sort  of  interventions  could  turn  this  around.  
What  is  most  evident  in  these  entries  is  that  my  planning  is  not  only  inflexible  -  but  incomplete.  
There  are  gaps  that  significantly  affect  the  pacing  and  overall  effectiveness  of  the  lesson.   I  
speak  about  a  lack  of  structure  and  trouble  with  managing  the  classroom.   These  are  two  findings  
early  in  the  year  that  forced  me  to  take  a  better  look  at  how  I  mapped  out  my  material  and  
activities.  
Improvisational  teaching,  according  to  my  research,  meant  giving  students  a  sense  of  
freedom  in  the  classroom,  but  not  just  for  freedom’s  sake.   My  ability  to  assess  the  effectiveness  
of  my  practices  in  the  moment  and  adjust  to  meet  the  needs  I  observe  is  crucial  for  this  approach  
to  work.   In  order  for  there  to  be  flexibility  I  have  to  have  more  than  one  place  for  the  lesson  to  
go,  which  takes  more  planning  than  I  had  been  doing  up  until  that  point.   
The  observation  comments  reflected  this,  as  well.   My  administrator  and  university  
supervisor  both  spoke  to  me  at  length  during  our  online  meetings  about  the  need  for  adequate  
planning,  not  just  for  synchronous  meetings,  but  for  the  asynchronous  portions  also.   I’ve  
included  a  comment  from  my  university  supervisor  from  2/12/2021  that  gave  a  good  strategy  to  
combat  the  situation  I  was  facing:  
The  use  of  assessment  data  can  be  demonstrated  when  you  are  teaching  a  series  of  
lessons.   Instruction  can  be  adjusted  based  on  what  happened  during  lesson  delivery.   For  
instance,  after  reflecting  on  today’s  lesson,  you  could  adjust  future  instruction  based  on  
what  you  learned  from  the  exit  ticket  the  students  completed.  
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My  supervisor  saw  that  my  lesson  didn’t  have  the  assessment  connection  it  could  have  
which  would  have  given  me  a  number  of  different  options  for  extension  activities,  were  I  to  run  
into  a  lag  in  the  lesson  or  some  other  unforeseen  outcome.   Exit  tickets  were  not  something  that  I 
had  been  regularly  using  in  my  planning  process.   
The  graphic  organizers  I  created  and  used  for  future  instruction  did  reflect  adjustments 
and  reteaching  based  on  the  exit  tickets.   I  incorporated  the  concepts  in  the  new  visuals  so  that 
they  could  assess  the  visual  vocabulary  that  we  had  established  in  the  previous  lesson.   
Figure  4  
LT3  Sound  and  Instrument  Choices  





Here’s  how  the  organizer  looked.   In  the  third  column,  I  referenced  the  specific  characteristics  
and  the  icons  that  represent  them  that  we  had  gone  over  before.   The  rest  of  the  graphic  led  into  
that  -   the  first  column  focused  on  what  feeling  or  character  the  student  wanted  to  have  embodied  
in  the  music/sound  choices  they  made.   The  second  column  allowed  for  them  to  give  a  general  
description  of  what  the  feeling  or  character  would  sound  like  -  a  genre,  a  specific  sound.   The  
last  column  had  the  students  identify  what  instruments  could  do  the  job  of  making  the  sounds  
they  chose.   Again,  the  hope  was  for  them  to  start  making  choices  and  decisions  based  on  
more-and-more  personal  reasoning.   I  was  attempting  to  coax  them  out  of  their  reluctance  to  
being  reflective,  without  telling  them  I  was  doing  that.  
For  the  last  lesson  before  this,  the  class  listened  to  music  and  I  facilitated  a  discussion  
about  certain  attributes  of  what  they  heard.   The  exit  ticket  had  shown  me  that  they  had  almost  
grasped  the  concept  of  musical  characteristics,  but  not  quite.   I  took  my  university  supervisor’s  
suggestion  to  adjust  my  lesson  in  order  to  meet  them  where  they  were  -  still  in  the  process  of  
understanding.   I  also  referred  to  the  lesson  plan  of  the  first  lesson  to  see  what  I  did  to  ensure  the  
students  were  tracking  with  me.   This  figure  is  the  lesson  plan  that  my  university  supervisor  was  















Figure  5  
edTPA  Lesson  Plan  #1  
Lesson  plan  #1  from  edTPA  -  the  lesson  plan  that  my  university  supervisor  observed.  
There’s  evidence  in  this  lesson  plan  segment  that  shows  I  did  prompt  many  informal  checks.   For  





with  fellow  students  or  recognize  music  that  is  played,  but  what  was  apparent  in  the  exit  ticket  
was  that  just  because  they  do  those  things  it  doesn't  always  mean  they're  fully  engaged.  
Then,  when  I  looked  at  improvisational  practices  that  I  utilized  on  a  regular  basis,  what  
stood  out  to  me  from  my  edTPA  commentaries  was  a  helpful  piece  of  insight  that  touched  on  
which  practices  in  my  lesson  planning  helped  and  which  ones  actually  hindered  the  learning  
process.  The  edTPA  prompt  asked  about  the  reasoning  behind  any  changes  in  my  instruction,  and  
my  response  is  excerpted  below:  
When  students  become  more  confident  in  their  learning  environments  through  play,  they  
have  been  shown  to  more  successfully  develop  language  and  social-emotional  abilities  
(Delvecchio  et  al.,  2016).   I  believe  and  strongly  advocate  for  playful,  less-tidy  learning  
environments  so  that  they  move  around  more  freely,  however  there  are  those  students  
who,  by  no  fault  of  their  own,  are  unable  to  reach  in  and  access  the  memory  –  the  
moment  –  the  words,  the  impressions  that  they  have  in  a  classroom,  due  to  trauma  they  
encounter  regularly  (McEvoy  &  Salvador,  2020).   In  order  for  me  to  help  facilitate  a  
space  that  makes  room  for  every  student  I  have,  it’s  important  for  me  to  adjust  my  
approach  to  incorporate  both  -  time  for  play  and  time  to  think  and  reflect.   
This  passage  not  only  ties  into  my  need  to  show  more  spontaneity  and  flexibility  with  my  
planning ,  it  addresses  my  first  question  about  what  trauma-informed  teaching  approaches  look  
like.   The  students  who  get  the  impression  that  I  put  their  educational  needs  above  my  own  need  
to  adhere  to  a  plan  builds  a  rapport  that  cannot  be  overstated.   
 Engagement  is  the  predominant  theme  that  presents  itself  in  all  of  the  data  I’ve  collected,  





and  standards  to  innovative  teaching  approaches  that  have  a  “wow”  factor,  it  seems  clear  that  I’m  
on  the  right  track.   
Once  again,  I  go  to  comments  made  in  my  observation  from  my  administrator  to  illustrate  
how  much  I  have  progressed  over  the  course  of  the  school  year.   This  excerpt  comes  from  the  
end  of  last  term:  
PART  III:  STRENGTHS  
Todd’s  ability  to  take  feedback  and  immediately  put  it  into  practice  is  appreciated  and  
leads  to  him  continuing  to  improve  from  lesson  to  lesson.   He  also  doesn’t  just  look  for  
feedback  from  adults,  he  looks  to  his  students  around  what  their  feedback  is  to  him  from  
lesson  to  lesson,  both  explicitly  and  also  through  their  behavior  and  he  makes  
adjustments  as  a  result.    
In  order  to  build  a  more  inclusive  classroom,  it  becomes  increasingly  important  to  show  
evidence  of  growth,  both  in  my  students  and  myself.    It  encourages  me  to  read  observations  that  
catch  me  doing  things  that  I  know  will  help  my  students  be  more  successful  in  their  learning  
journeys.   This  data  gives  a  rather  rough  sketch  of  what  my  approaches  look  like  in  their  current  
state.  The  sources  I’ve  included  here  have  revealed  some  patterns  that  I  had  anticipated  but  there  
were  a  few  things  that  caught  my  attention  that  were  surprising  to  discover.  
Summary  of  Data  Connected  to  Research  Questions  
The  commentaries,  observation  comments  and  practicum  tracking  sheets  revealed  a  clear  
narrative  to  me.    The  observations  and  commentaries  were  hyperfocused  on  my  teaching  of  the  
2nd  grade  class,  while  the  practicum  tracking  sheets  gave  an  overview  of  my  mental/emotional  
state  while  I  taught  all  of  the  grade  levels.   In  this  way,  the  data  was  poised  to  show  a  decent  





Also,  since  the  second  grade  is  technically  situated  in  the  middle  of  the  elementary  school  
experience,  I  was  able  to  analyze  what  adjustments  could  be  made  for  both  the  lower  and  upper  
grades.   I  could  more  easily  envision  what  scaffolding  would  be  necessary  for  the  
kindergarteners  and  first-graders,  and  find  ways  to  extend  the  scope  of  the  lessons  for  the  third,  
fourth  and  fifth  grade  classes.   For  the  next  section   I  will  look  at  each  data  set  and  analyze  its  
effectiveness  in  this  study.   
edTPA  Commentaries  and  the  Research  Questions  
Firstly,  I  found  the  edTPA  commentaries  to  be  helpful  in  showing  what  was  behind  my  
choices  and  what  I  actually  did  in  the  moment.   That  instruction  commentary  had  no  place  to  
hide.   There  were  moments  that  showed  me  excelling  at  keeping  the  discussions  and  activities  
inclusive  and  engaging  for  my  class,  and  other  times  where  it  was  obvious  that  I  had  much  more  
to  learn.    The  online  environment  meant  I  had  to  anticipate  technological  constraints  in  addition  
to  the  already-daunting  task  of  being  a  first  year  teacher.   
With  the  research  question  of  playfulness ,  I  saw  the  commentaries  bringing  specific 
instances  to  light  and  giving  clear  evidence  of  my  teaching  approaches  during  challenging  
classroom  interactions.   I  found  proof  of  myself  making  room  for  students  that  translated  a  
musical  segment  differently  and  leaning  into  the  discomfort.   In  addition,  I  was  able  to  notice  a  
rapport  that  developed  between  the  second  grade  that  allowed  for  deeper  discussion  than  what 
might  be  considered  typical  for  their  age.  
Those  moments  address  the  research  question  regarding  trauma-informed  pedagogy ,  
as  well.   I  was  able  to  witness  moments  where  I  acknowledged  their  past  experiences,  
normalized  their  vulnerability,  expected/accepted  non-closure  and  made  activities  that  spoke  to  





the  data  showed  me  actively  defusing  potentially  embarrassing  situations  and  turning  them  into  
opportunities  to  appreciate  nuances  and  differences  among  the  class.  
The  third  question  about  improvisational  planning  techniques  is  addressed  in  the  
commentaries  by  a  few  different  examples  where  I  was  prompted  to  come  up  with  ways  I  could  
change  my  teaching  to  deepen  understanding.   In  the  planning  commentary,  I  shared  how  my  
creative  prompts  were  made  to  be  incrementally  reflective,  which  required  me  to  be  aware  of  the  
need  for  adjusting  depending  on  the  emotional  climate  of  the  room.   
Observation  Comments  and  the  Research  Questions  
What  I  found  interesting  in  the  observation  comments  was  that  few  flaws  were  brought  
up  in  my  teaching  approach.   I  suppose  I  ought  to  be  grateful  but,  as  a  result,  their  inclusion  in  
the  data  collection  is  somewhat  superfluous.   If  there  had  been  more  content  that  underlines  
specific  work  I  could  do  to  connect  with  my  students,  I  would  have  been  able  to  find  it  more  
useful.   
For  the  research  question  regarding  playfulness ,  the  data  shows  numerous  instances  
my  enthusiasm  and  engagement  is  lauded.   Also,  included  in  the  data  was  a  segment  that  pointed  
out  when  I  was  able  to  maintain  pacing  and  engagement  while  I  redirected  students  who  were  
exhibiting  off-task  behavior.  
The  main  observation  comments  that  dealt  with  the  research  question  regarding  
trauma-informed  pedagogy  had  to  do  with  when  I  gave  students  different  ways  to  do  a  lesson  
depending  on  their  access  to  materials  and  equipment.   The  data  showed  that  I  problem-solved  
the  issue  and  did  not  overlook  students  with  differing  contexts.  
Lastly,  with  respect  to  the  research  question  about  improvisation  planning  techniques ,  





the  only  glimpse  that  was  given  to  them  about  my  planning  was  the  lesson  plan  that  they  
observed.   I  did  not  give  them  the  overall  unit  plans,  so  they  couldn’t  really  speak,  with  any  real  
substance,  to  which  technique  I  used  was  improvisational  not.   The  data  shows  that  they  deemed  
the  approaches  they  saw  as  effective  and  engaging.  
Practicum  Tracking  Sheets  and  the  Research  Questions  
As  mentioned  before,  the  tracking  sheets  were  meant  to  be  data  that  revealed  my  internal  
process  over  the  last  few  terms,  and  that  internal  process  is  indeed  evident  in  my  entries.    At  
times,  I’ve  found  it  uncomfortable  to  include  in  this  research,  but  I  do  find  it  necessary  to  show  
where  I  feel  I’m  failing.   In  most  cases,  the  information  contained  in  the  tracking  sheets  is  
contradicted  by  the  observation  comments.   My  supervisor  and  administrator  both  give  
comments  that  speak  to  specifics  about  my  great  pacing  and  ability  to  engage  the  class  while  my  
tracking  sheets  tell  a  different  story  -  sometimes  on  the  same  day  they  observed.   
My  tracking  sheets  chronicled  the  ebb  and  flow  of  my  lesson  experiences,  and  the  
research  question  regarding  playfulness  is  answered  by  showing  what  amount  of  times  I  speak  
about  it.   There  are  no  mentions  of  being  specifically  playful,  per  se.   My  day-to-day  focus  was  
not  on  being  playful  -  it  was  on  survival.   That  is  what  is  reflected  in  the  tracking  sheet  data.  
By  stark  contrast,  the  practicum  tracking  sheets  reflected  much  about  the  research  
question  regarding  trauma-informed  pedagogy .   They  show  my  attention  to  pacing  and  
engagement  and  show  me  agonizing  about  how  to  best  connect  with  them.    I  see  this  as  a  good  
thing,  to  a  degree.   I  think  my  earnestness  to  be  the  hyper-connected  overcomplicates  my  
planning  process,  and  if  I  just  tried  to  commit  to  conveying  the  learning  targets  clearly,  the  rest  





Lastly,  the  tracking  sheet  data  gave  a  glimpse  into  the  infancy  of  my  improvisational  
teaching  techniques ,  but  nothing  positive  could  be  gleaned  from  them  to  answer  the  last  
research  question.   The  data  revealed  a  rigidity  in  my  techniques  that  I  will  speak  to  in  the  
























Chapter  5  
DISCUSSIONS  AND  CONCLUSION  
Overview  
The  method  of  action  research  has  given  me  much  to  consider.   As  I  was  formulating  my  
questions,  I  didn’t  fully  grasp  what  I  was  going  to  find  out  about  myself.   It  was  very  personal,  
and  as  a  result,  I  intend  to  use  everything  I  found  to  better  my  teaching  to  ensure  that  my  
students  will  find  success  in  their  learning.   
One  of  my  questions  focused  on  what  ways  my  teaching  practice  changes  when  I  
approach  it  with  a  more  trauma-informed  lens  than  a  less  trauma-informed  lens.   I  worked  to  find  
best  practices  from  the  ideas  I  gleaned  from  my  sources.    I  used  the  ideas  I  found  to  observe  
what  specific  principles  I  consistently  adhered  to  and  what  fell  by  the  wayside.   
In  addition,  I  sought  to  discover  what  different  outcomes  occur  when  I  approach  my  
lesson  delivery  with  a  more  playful  approach  than  with  a  less  playful  approach,  and  I  reviewed  
the  data  to  discover  whether  or  not  I  was  able  to  find  a  good  balance  with  my  teaching  -  
conducting  my  classrooms  from  a  place  of  confidence  rather  than  from  an  anxiety  brought  on  by  
assuming  my  class  needs  to  be  entertained.   Data  gathered  from  a  focus  on  this  question  was  
used  to  see  how  much  I  employed  extraneous  methods  to  get  my  lessons  across,  as  when  my  
playful  approach  served  the  content  and  purpose  of  the  unit.   
My  last  question  zeroed  in  on  what  specific  ways  improvisational  practices  help  my  
teaching  from  getting  stagnant  and  I  used  the  data  gathered  from  my  sources  to  validate  which  
planning  practices  showed  the  most  “return  on  investment”  of  time  and  energy.    What  I  found  in  







I  was  able  to  see  many  clear  connections  in  my  data  that  accurately  represented  the  
context  of  the  classrooms  and  my  internal  process  in  this  unique  moment  in  time.   As  I  reflected  
on  each  research  question,  I  saw  many  ways  that  my  findings  could  be  useful  for  others  who  
strive  to  bring  more  flexibility  and  fun  to  their  teaching.   
In  my  research  on  trauma-informed  practices,  I  found  specific  principles  that  
trauma-informed  teachers  adhere  to:  acknowledging  past  experiences,  normalizing  vulnerability,  
expecting/accepting  non-closure  and  making  activities  that  speak  to  their  immediate  needs.  
From  the  data,  I  found  that  my  teaching  rarely  incorporated  every  principle,  and  for  many  grades  
only  one  or  two  principles  were  evident.    The  implication  is  that  when  I  am  more  intentional  
about  incorporating  these  principles,  the  student’s  needs  are  more  fully  addressed.   What  the  data  
revealed  was  disengagement  that  I  have  been  afraid  to  acknowledge  in  myself.   When  teachers  
own  our  disengagement  and  use  the  fear  or  shame  that  comes  with  this  acknowledgement  to  
change,  our  students  have  a  better  chance  at  seeing  what  the  learning  process  can  look  like  for  
them.   We  don’t  do  it  perfectly,  but  that  does  not  leave  us  off  the  hook  for  what  we  miss  along  
the  way.   I  felt  like  I  was  more  engaged  and  able  to  model  a  healthier,  more  encouraging  
classroom  when  I  approached  my  teaching  with  a  trauma-informed  lens.  
My  question  about  outcomes  connected  with  my  playful  approaches  showed  me  quite  a  
few  different  things.   First,  data  showed  that  I  enjoyed  the  content,  as  evidenced  by  my 
enthusiasm  and  innovation.   Also,  there  were  moments  where  I  wrote  about  misjudging  my  
pacing,  my  purpose  and  my  learning  targets.   This  was  a  key  finding,  because  I  learned  that  no  
matter  what  exciting  approach  I  use,  if  my  approaches  overshadow  learning  I  am  not  a  teacher.   I  





supposed  to  be  -  a  stage  for  my  antics.   I’m  sure  that  as  teachers  read  this,  they  are  rolling  their  
eyes.   I  would  not  blame  them  for  doing  that.   However,  what  I  came  away  with  from  this  data  
was  that  there  is  no  need  for  teachers  to  stop  being  entertaining  and  engaging  -  we  just  need  to  
also  be  completely  sure  that  we  are  paying  close  attention  to  whether  or  not  we’re  helping  those  
who  we’ve  been  entrusted  with.    The  outcomes  I  saw  in  my  sources  was  that  my  classroom  was  
engaging  when  I  was  more  playful,  but  I  lost  sight  of  what  I  was  supposed  to  be  doing  in  the  
process.  
Lastly,  I  looked  at  what  ways  improvisational  thinking  helps  me  build  momentum  in  my  
classroom.   This  question  was  answered  by  showing  how  much  I  have  to  learn  on  this  front.   The  
data  I  found  showed  me  lacking  in  the  planning  process,  which  was  embarrassing.   But,  it  also  
showed  that  I  was  able  to  quickly  adjust  my  approaches  during  potentially  derailing  moments.  
In  one  example,  I  facilitated  an  impromptu  discussion  during  a  disagreement,  which  resulted  in  a  
classroom-wide  broadening  of  perspectives  regarding  musical  choices.   
Teachers  that  build  a  robust  repertoire  of  creative  interventions  are  more  apt  to  be  able  to  
draw  from  them  when  the  moment  arises.   One  thing  I  learned  from  the  data  was  that  I  was  
extremely  fortunate  to  have  experience  to  draw  from,  because  I  had  not  anticipated  the  incident,  
so  I  didn’t  plan  for  it.    The  way  I  saw  improvisational  approaches  helping  my  teaching  was  that  I  
was  able  to  draw  from   internalized,  well-worn,  quick-prompt-and-response  methods  but  my  
specific  planning  was  not  reflected  in  the  data.   
Strengths  and  Limitations  
So  much  of  the  work  that  I  was  able  to  do  during  the  course  of  this  project  was  on-the-job  
training  that  I  gave  myself.   I  run  my  own  classroom  and  the  district  I  work  in  allows  music  





on  a  restricted  license  who  is  only  allowed  to  teach  online.   All  of  those  particular  pieces  of  
context,  in  and  of  themselves,  have  made  for  a  challenging  year.   But,  in  the  middle  of  a  
particularly  charged  moment  that  demands  reconciliation  for  the  damages  done  to  our  black  and  
brown  community  by  the  hands  of  white  men  and  women  -  I  am  a  white  man  teaching  music  at  a  
school  where  nearly  90%  of  our  families  identify  as  people  of  color.   
The  need  to  connect  to  my  students  -  and  to  ensure  that  they  know  they  matter  to  me  -  is  
great.   So,  I  leaned  into  what  I  am  most  at  home  doing  -  I  sang.   I  wrote  songs  that  talked  about  
what  I  see.   I  used  my  puppets  to  make  them  laugh.   I  dropped  the  curriculum  many  times  and  
asked  how  they  were  doing.   I  helped  them  write  and  record  music,  and  made  sure  I  stayed  
around  after  our  calls  for  those  that  just  needed  some  extra  time.   There  were  times  I  forgot  I  
needed  to  collect  data,  and  there  were  even  times  I  forgot  I  was  in  school  altogether.   I  just  was  
trying  to  be  who  I  could  be  for  these  kids.   When  things  start  looking  like  “real”  school  again,  I  
will  reflect  on  what  my  strengths  are  and  try  to  never  forget  how  important  it  has  been  to  share  
my  humanity  in  the  midst  of  the  brutal  daily  reality  that  so  many  of  my  students  have  had  to  
endure.  
  
Concluding  Statement  
When  our  students  are  constantly  going  through  the  vulnerable  moment  of  finding  out  
they  don’t  know  something  and  that  they  need  to  go  through  the  learning  process  again,  they  
tend  to  put  up  a  fuss.   It’s  a  survival  instinct  and  the  dangers  are  as  real  as  they  come.   They  fear  
rejection  and  embarrassment,  among  other  things.   Looking  too  enthusiastic  about  learning  can  
be  a  liability  to  groups  who  wouldn’t   think  that’s  cool,  and  not  knowing  enough  about  





The  best  gift  I  can  give  them  in  my  class  is  to  give  them  a  place  to  express  themselves  
through  music.   In  order  to  get  there,  I  have  had  to  explore  what  goes  on  inside  their  heads,  and  
what  they  may  have  gone  through  and  what  they  have.   I’ve  learned  that  when  students  engage  in  
play  they  are  both  at  their  most  creative  and  most  vulnerable.   My  purpose  is  to  model  the  way  to  
exist  in  that  space  of  not  knowing  so  that  we  all  can  watch  the  birth  of  the  future.   Each  student  
deserves  to  experience  that  moment,  and  I’m  grateful  to  be  able  to  have  the  opportunity  to  guide  
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